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ART II.--Alston. BY THE REV. W. NALL, M.A. 
Read at that place, July loth, 1884. 

THE wealth which in bygone days made the town of 
Alston and the adjacent villages of Nenthead and Gar-

rigill was mainly derived from lead mines. The district 
of Alston Moor is traversed from east to west, and from 
north to south by a number of mineral veins, which in their 
original state, that is before the discovery of them by civil-
ised man, contained rich deposits of lead ore. The ex-
traction of this ore from the veins by digging and blasting, 
the separation of it from worthless matter by washing, 
and the reduction of it to the metallic state by smelting 
and refining, constitute the industry called lead-mining, 
probably the most ancient, certainly the most important 
industry in Alston Moor. It must not, however, be sup-
posed that all these processes were in operation in very 
early times. There would be no need for blasting when 
a supply of lead ore sufficient to meet the demand could 
be obtained from the beds of the Tyne and its tributary 
streams; and there could be no means for refining in a 
smelting furnace which consisted of a pile of stones and a 
log fire. Among the ancient customs of Alston Moor there 
was one, mentioned by Mr. Westgarth Forster in his 
chapter on the " Discovery of Mines," which throws some 
light on the early history of lead-mining. It was called 
the custom of shoading, from the circumstance that at suit-
able times in the year the miners went a-shoading, that is, 
went in search of shoad. Lead ores were then classified 
by miners as float ore and shoad ore, or float and shoad, 
the float consisting of pieces which were much water 
worn, the shoad of pieces slightly, or not at all worn, 
though discoloured by exposure to the air. The discovery 
of shoad was regarded as an indication of the existence of 
a mineral vein in the neighbourhood, its angular condition 
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8 	 ALSTON. 

being regarded as a proof that it had not long been ex-
posed to the action of air and water. We learn also from 
Forster that the primitive smelting furnace consisted of a 
"pile of stones erected on the western brow of some hill," 
and that the fuel for the fire was obtained from the neigh-
bouring forest, the hill, upon which this rude kind of 
furnace was built, being known as the Bole or Bayle Hill, 
and the place where the fuel was obtained being called the 
" Hag Hill or Hag bank." Here we trace the origin of the 
Bayles, and Bayle hills of Cumberland, Northumberland, 
Durham, and Derbyshire, and the Hags and Hag banks of 
Alston Moor. The forests, which once covered the sides 
of the Northern Pennines, have completely disappeared, 
but their names still survive. In Alston Moor we hear of 
Gilderdale forest, in Teesdale we hear of the forest of Tees-
dale, and in Weardale of the forest of Weardale. When 
peat was extensively used as fuel the remains of those 
ancient forests were frequently dug up at the peat castings. 
We infer from the passages just cited from Westgarth 
Forster that in ancient times lead mining in this district 
at least, consisted of two very simple operations—the pick-
ing, to use a mining expression—of pieces of float and 
shoad out of the beds of the streams, and the smelting 
of the ore in an ordinary wood fire. The first lead mine 
took the form of a shallow pit, or trench, in a bed of gravel, 
if the term mine can be applied to such a work. 

When the deposits of float and shoad were somewhat 
exhausted the workmen extended their operations to the 
banks of the streams and the slopes of the hills. They 
sank deeper pits and cut longer trenches, partly with the 
view of finding more shoad, partly for the purpose of dis-
covering mineral veins. Thus stage by stage, as time 
proceeded, lead mining became an important industry. 
The shallow pit, put down in the first instance for the 
purpose of exploring the gravel and clay, was afterwards 
enlarged and sunk deeper for the purpose of trying the 

veins 

 
tcwaas_001_1886_vol8_0004
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veins in the stratified rocks. To this larger and deeper 
pit the term shaft was applied. The trench was pushed 
forward into the sides of the hills in a soft stratum of shale, 
if one was available, otherwise in a stratum of sandstone 
or limestone. To that portion of the trench which was 
driven underneath the hill the term level was applied. 
Before the invention of gunpowder, and the application of 
it to the purpose of blasting, the rocks were split asunder 
by the process of stowing. A shallow hole having been 
drilled in a stratum of rock a wooden wedge was first driven 
tightly into it with a heavy hammer. A wedge of steel 
was then driven into the wood. This simple method of 
rending the rocks was not invented by lead miners. It was 
in use three thousand years ago in Syria and Egypt, and 
at a later period in Greece and Italy. The material thus 
rent from the rocks by the mell and the wedge was next 
brought to the surface. From the bottom of the shaft it 
was raised by means of the windlass and kibble ; from the 
forehead of the level it was conveyed to the day by means 
of a wooden railroad. The motive power in both cases 
was supplied by the workmen. During the last century the 
whimsey or great shaft was constructed, and having been 
fitted with a suitable windlass the horse took the place of 
man at the handle. In recent times the hydraulic engine, 
the invention of Sir William Armstrong, and the steam 
engine, have been substituted for the old windlass. 

Great improvements have also been made in the level. 
It has also been enlarged, and, in some mines, pushed for-
ward to a great distance. Iron rails and iron waggons 
have taken the places of the old wooden rails and waggons, 
and the horse has been trained to travel underground by 
the feeble light of a dip. The climax with respect to levels 
was reached in Alston Moor with the construction of the 
one called the Nent Force Level. This truly gigantic work 
was designed by the celebrated Smeaton, the engineer of the 
Eddystone Lighthouse, and was carried out by the Com- 
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missioners of the Greenwich Hospital at a cost of £90,000. 
It is nine feet high by nine in width, and is nearly five 
miles in length. It is not the longest level in the north of 
England, the Blackett Level in East Allendale exceeding 
it by two miles. It was intended to serve the double pur-
pose of a drain for the Nenthead mines and of a trial, as 
the miners would say, for discovering lead ore deposits. 
All other levels have some ascent, the larger portion of 
this at Nent Force has none. It is perfectly true, dead the 
miners would say, for a distance of three miles. Yet the 
geologist would say that it gains 240 feet in depth in this 
distance, since its mouth is immediately underneath the 
Scar Limestone (not the Great Scar Limestone, be it ob-
served) whilst its forehead at Nentsberry Hags, three miles 
up the dale, is in the Tynebottom Plate. This immense 
fall is due to two causes—the rise in the strata and the 
throw of the several mineral veins which are traversed by 
it. Among these mineral veins is the famous Hudgill 
Burn vein, which at one time yielded an immense quan-
tity of lead ore, and suddenly enriched all who had an 
interest in it. The ore was not found at the random, that 
is to say, at the same depth as the level, but much nearer 
the surface. There are no rails in the Nent Force Level, 
but there is, instead, four feet of water. The workmen 
who made it sailed in and out, taking in with them tools 
and other mining requisites, and bringing back the ma-
terial which they had managed to dig out of the forehead. 
This level is an object of interest to geologists and miners, 
and of curiosity to tourists. 

The largest shaft in Alston Moor is the one on Middle 
Fell, between the villages of Nenthead and Garrigill, which 
is said to measure 100 fathoms, or 200 yards in perpendi-
cular depth. 

This preliminary sketch of the origin and growth of 
lead-mining is necessary to the right understanding of the 
brief history of the industry which I now propose to give. 
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Lead mining, in the form of shading, was probably 
carried on for many centuries before the opening of any of 
our existing mines. The circumstances now to be referred 
to, though not of themselves conclusive on the point, yet 
go a long way towards proving that the Romans carried 
on lead mining during their long stay in this district. 
They were skilful miners, and well able, if they had thought 
it expedient, to have executed any kind of mining work, 
whether it were the driving of a level, or the sinking of a 
shaft. 

The military works executed by them in this country 
sufficiently attest their skill in the art of excavation. Did 
they apply that skill to the discovery of lead-ore ? They 
seem to have done so in some parts of England, for we have 
in the British Museum pigs of lead stamped with the names 
of the Emperors Hadrian and Domitian. Is there then 
any probability that they mined in Alston Moor ? We 
think there is. We think it highly improbable either that 
they should have overlooked or neglected the mineral 
wealth of a district in which they occupied such a station 
as the one at Whitley, and to which they had so splendid 
a road as the Maiden Way. A local writer thought it 
highly probable that the Maiden Way was made partly, 
at least, with the view of protecting the mines and of trans-
porting the ores. 

When we consider the extent of the ruins at Whitley, 
which cover nine acres—the character of the remains found 
there, among which are portions of a Roman sudatory, or 
bath house, Roman altars, pieces of statuary, pottery, 
querns, or hand mills, but especially fragments of leaden 
pipe, pieces of calcareous and fluor spar, and of lead ore ; 
and, when we further consider that the Maiden Way is not 
a mere bridle-path, but a broad road, paved to the depth 
of three feet with large blocks of stone, and that in its 
course from the Roman station at Kirkbythore, in Westmor-
land, to that at Caervorran, in the parish of Haltwhistle, it 
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12 	 ALSTON, 

crosses the bearings of several mineral veins, we feel dis-
posed to indorse the opinion of our local writers, Mr. W. 
Bainbridge and Mr. Thos. Sopwith, that the Romans pro-
bably worked this mining field. If such were the case 
they would naturally endeavour to protect the miners, and 
they could do that most effectually by placing a cohort at 
Whitley, in the large British camp they found existing 
there, with outposts at Hall Hill and Tynehead. Whether 
or not the Romans were acquainted with the Virgula 
Divina, or magic rod, which at one time was supposed to 
possess the power of discovering the presence of metalli-
ferous ores in the earth, we do not know. 

The Romans finally withdrew from Britain about the 
year 425 A.D. Hodgson, the historian of Northumberland, 
fixes upon this year as the date of their withdrawal from 
this district. The long period which intervenes between 
their withdrawal and the reign of Henry I., is, as respects 
Alston Moor, almost a blank. Towards the latter end of 
this reign, we emerge from the period of legend and fable, 
and enter upon the real, though very fragmentary history 
of Alston Moor. The earliest piece of authentic informa-
tion which we have is contained in the Pipe Roll of 31St 
Henry I., 1130-I. It is an account of certain moneys which 
were due to the King from the burgesses of Carlisle, in 
respect of a certain mine, called Carlisle Silver Mine, 
which was held by them from the King, under lease. 
Subsequent accounts enable us to identify the so-called 
silver mine of Carlisle with the lead-mines of Alston. 
Though these mines are really lead-mines, yet, it is a fact 
that they yield a small quantity of silver. 	The ore con- 
tains silver in combination with the lead, in the proportion 
of about ten ounces of silver to one ton of lead. Hodgson 
informs us that the Northumberland Pipe Roll for 1226 
contains a charge of £2,154 for the old rent of the silver 
mine at Carlisle, and this charge is carried forward annually 
through the whole of that reign, that is, to 1272. The 
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Alston mines must, at that time, have been very rich, for 
£2,154 of that age represents the large sum of £10,000 of 
our money. Assuming that the lessees realised one-half of 
that sum for themselves, and paid a like amount in wages 
to their workmen and for mining  apparatus—a moderate 
estimate of their expenditure—the annual produce of the 
mines will be represented by the sum of £20,000. The 
total rental of the Alston Moor estates, which were then 
held under lease by Nicholas Vipont, was £20—equal to 
£100 of our money—or only about 1-200th part of the an-
nual value of the mines. We have the authority of Hume 
for stating that the annual revenue of the Crown in the 
reign of Henry III. was less than 6o,000 marks, or £40,000, 
a sum which was less than double the value of the ore 
raised in the Alston mines. The facts just cited are suffi-
cient also to account for the interest which the Kings of 
England took in the lead mines, and for the privileges 
which they granted to the miners. These privileges are 
gone into by Hodgson, and need not be reproduced here ; 
the charter was frequently renewed. 

Hodgson infers from the wording  of the charter that the 
King  had no other mine in Cumberland, than that of Alston. 
He also tells us that among  the other liberties which the 
miners enjoyed was one which gave serious trouble to the 
landowners and farmers. They were allowed to cut down 
the trees, and to use the wood in the mines. Such a 
liberty as this was a fruitful source of disputes. A case of 
dispute is instanced by Hodgson—" In the year 1290, 
Patric of the Gill, and other twenty-six miners were in-
dicted by Henry Whitby, and Joan his wife, for cutting  
clown their trees at Alston, by force of arms, and carrying  
them away." The defence set up by the miners was that 
they enjoyed the privilege, granted to them by their lord 
the King, of cutting  clown the wood, to whomsoever it 
might belong, which was nearest to the silver vein, and of 
taking  as much of it as they pleased, to roast and smelt the 
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ore, to build and to hedge, to give to the agents in lieu of 
wages, and to the rich in order that they might distribute 
it among the poor. They also affirmed that the lords of 
the woods had no right, after that they (the miners) had 
begun the work of cutting down, to sell or give away any of 
it, excepting for reasonable needs, and that they had enjoyed 
the liberty from immemorial time. Edward III., in 1350, 
wishing to ascertain what were the liberties, customs, and 
immunities which the miners of Alston and their prede-
cessors had enjoyed, commissioned Thomas de Seton and 
John de Mowbray to institute an inquiry ; who thereupon 
empanelled a jury at Penrith for that purpose. The jury 
found that the miners dwelt together in their Shelis, and had 
the liberty of choosing from among themselves one coroner 
and one bailiff, who was called the King's sergeant. The 
coroner had cognizance of all pleas concerning felonies, 
debts, and all other matters concerning themselves, and had 
the power of determining cases. The bailiff was em_ 
powered to enforce the decisions of the coroner. There 
was, however, a proviso to the effect that the miners ceased 
to enjoy their privileges when they ceased to dwell together 
in Shells. The word Shells is obviously the root of the 
name Shieling or Shielding, or Shield, which occurs so fre-
quently in Alston Moor, as, for instance, in Fore Shield, 
Lovelady Shield, Crag Shield, and Shield Hill. Some 
time previously to the year 1359, the Carlisle lessees had 
either surrendered or forfeited their rights in the mines, 
for a German, named Tilman, was then in possession of 
them. Hodgson conjectures that the mines had, previously 
to this date, been worked by the Germans. There is a 
strong probability that Tilman brought over with him a 
colony of his own countrymen and settled them in Alston 
Moor. Five centuries of leadmining, and intermarriage with 
the native stock, have, we think, not entirely obliterated 
in their descendants all traces of their origin. The Alston-
ians are still somewhat tall in stature and large in limb, 
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and they are also, we think, fairer in complexion than the 
people of West Cumberland. The labouring classes of 
Alston Moor are distinguished for their thrift, cleanliness, 
and self-respect, virtues in which the Germans excel. 
They, out of their scanty means, manage—though strangers 
cannot understand how—to dress respectably, keep clean 
houses and bright firesides. 

The change of lessees was probably followed by a change 
of market, the Germans sending their lead, or lead-ore, by 
way of Stanhope or Hexham, to Newcastle, whence it was 
shipped to the Continent. Alston was thus separated from 
Carlisle and brought into close connection with Newcastle 
—a connection which has never since been broken. In 
1414, the mines came into the possession of William 
Stapleton. In 1468, Edward IV. granted to Richard, 
Earl of Warwick, and John, Duke of Northumberland, and 
others, all his mines of gold and silver ; and again on 
March 23rd, 1475, the King granted to his brother, the 
Duke of Gloucester, Henry, Earl of Northumberland, and 
others, the mine of Fletchers. This " old mine of Fletch-
ers, or Fletcheras, was situated near Gerrard's Gill, now 
called Garrigill." It might with perfect propriety have 
been called the " Old Man of Fletchers," the expression 
" Old Man " being generally applied by miners to an old 
working. 	If a miner in driving a level, or a drift, or in 
cutting a cross-cut, or in putting up a rise, or in sinking a 
sump, or in taking up a stoup, or in breaking down a head-
ing, suddenly opens into an old working, he tells his friends 
that he has met with the Old Man. 

Towards the end of the sixteenth century, the Alston 
estates, together with the mines, became the property of 
the Hyltons of Hylton Castle, Sunderland. 	In 1621, 
Hylton, the Lord of the Manor, being desirous of providing 
his daughter with a marriage portion, raised the requisite 
sum by granting leases for i,000 years of the several tene-
ments upon his Alston estates, reserving to his family the 
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right of working the lead and other mines on payment of 
damages to the lessees. 	His successor, finding that the 
mines were not remunerative, and supposing that they 
were exhausted, sold the property for £1,500 to the Rad-
cliffes of Dilston. The story of the rebellion of 1715, and 
of the forfeiture to the Crown of his estates by James Rad-
cliffe, Earl of Derwentwater, is well known, and does not 
need to be repeated here. In 1734, the Derwentwater es-
tates were settled upon the Greenwich Hospital, to which 
they now belong. 

A history of lead-mining during the last century and a 
half, which should embrace an account of the veins disco-
vered and of the wealth found in them— of the improve-
ments made on the washing floor and in the smelting house, 
of the companies formed, and of the men who have risen 
to distinction in connection with mining—of the changes 
wrought in the condition of the miners and in the appear-
ance of this dale, would furnish matter enough for a small 
volume. I do not propose to do more than mention a few 
of the more important facts. After the settlement of the 
Alston estates upon the Greenwich Hospital, Adam Wil-
kinson of Nentsbury Hall became the lessee of the Nent-
head Mines, and the Earl of Carlisle of the Garrigill Mines. 
The latter speculation cannot have been fortunate, for the 
earl soon abandoned the Garrigill Mines. The mines then 
opened in Garrigill were those known by the names of 
Browngill, Tyne Bottom, and Fletcheras. The lease was 
taken up by a Derbyshire gentleman named Gilbert. He 
also soon surrendered it. 

Whilst these changes were taking place a company was 
being formed which was destined to develope the mineral 
resources of Teesdale and Alston to an extent hitherto 
unknown. A north-country Quakeress, when attending a 
meeting of that religious body in London, called the atten-
tion of the gentlemen present to the great need of employ-
ment in the mining dales of the North of England, and 
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expressed her belief that those mines abounded in lead ore, 
which, on being discovered, would not only give employ-
ment to the people, but be a source of wealth to their 
employers. She appealed alike to their philanthrophy and 
to the spirit of commercial enterprise which she believed 
animated them. A company was formed, which was after-
wards known as the London Lead Company. The atten-
tion of the directors was not immediately turned towards 
Alston Moor. They commenced operations elsewhere—
apparently in Teesdale. When; however, Adam Wilkinson 
surrendered the lease of the Nenthead mines, and Mr. 
Gilbert the lease of the Garrigill Mines, the London Lead 
Company took up the abandoned leases, and carried on the 
mines with varying success until 1882, when the directors 
sold their interest in Alston Moor to the Nenthead and 
Tynedale Lead and Zinc Company. The works of this 
Quaker or London Company were always conducted with 
a deep regard for the physical and moral well-being of 
their workpeople. The directors provided free education 
for the young, medical attendance for the sick, and estab-
lished a fund for the relief of the disabled. Other compan-
ies have developed the resources of those portions of the 
Greenwich Hospital estates, which were not occupied by 
the London Company. 

Lead ore does not occur in the form of strata like coal ; 
neither is it diffused through reefs of primary rock in the 
form of particles like gold. It is found in mineral veins in 
the form of deposits. Experience has shown that deposits 
of ore are not only irregular in the manner of their occur-
rence, but that they vary greatly in extent. A succession 
of deposits extending to a long distance, and containing 
an immense quantity of ore has been found in some veins ; 
in other veins only one deposit has been discovered, whilst 
many veins have yielded nothing in return for the money 
expended in trying them. There is no science of lead-
mining. The saying that " It is only by trying the ground 
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that ore is found," is as true to-day as ever it was. Our 
great grandfathers knew almost as much about lead-mining 
as we know. They knew that east and west veins are 
more productive than north and south veins ; that the most 
productive veins have little throw ; that rich deposits of ore 
are sometimes found at the points where veins cross each 
other, or towards which they converge ; and that the lime-
stones are the most productive strata. We know little 
more. The most intelligent miner amongst us cannot tell 
whether or not any particular vein of average strength and 
moderate throw will prove remunerative. His knowledge 
of it amounts to probability, not to a certainty. It may or 
may not contain ore in the great limestone. Hence it is 
that so many fortunes have been made and so many lost in 
lead-mining, that poor men have been suddenly enriched, 
and rich men impoverished. Most of the rich deposits of 
ore were " finds." Until they were actually discovered no 
one was aware of their existence. Many stories might be 
told of the way in which trials have been made, and aban-
doned as abortive by one company, which, on being re-
sumed by another company, have immediately proven to 
be very profitable. The first company were within a yard, 
or a fathom, of the deposit, but not being aware of their prox-
imity to a mass of wealth which would have enriched every 
shareholder, they abandoned the mine in despair after 
spending all their capital. 	For a while the mine stood 
still. Then operations were resumed by another company 
and the deposit was discovered. This uncertainty about 
lead-mining is not an unmixed evil ; we are not sure whe-
ther it an evil at all, but a blessing in disguise. If the 
deposits of ore which have been dug out of the Alston 
Moor mines had occurred in regular order, and according 
to any known law, they would have been exhausted long 
ago. There would have been a short period of great pros-
perity in the mining districts of Alston, Weardale, and 
Teesdale, followed by a complete and permanent collapse 
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of the lead-mining industry, and there would have been 
less scope for the exercise of skill and enterprise. It is 
undoubtedly true that lead-mining is a hazardous specula-
tion for capitalists ; but it is equally true that the average 
rate of interest upon the capital invested has hitherto been 
as high as the average rate upon the capital invested in 
the other industries of this country. 

The richest lead mine in proportion to its extent which 
has been discovered in Alston Moor was the one at Hud-
gill Burn. In one year eighty workmen raised 12,000 
bings of ore in this mine, which, at £4  10s. per bing—a 
moderate price for the time—was worth £54,000. The 
richest vein is the one known as the Rampgill vein. In 
the Greenwich Hospital manor this vein has yielded 300,000 
bings of ore, besides a large quantity in its eastward course 
through Mr. Beaumont's property. The total value of the 
ore obtained from the Rampgill vein has probably fallen 
very little short of £2,000,000. 

In 1611 the Alston mines were surveyed and reported to 
be almost exhausted. But in 1767 the yield of ore was 
larger than it had ever been before, amounting to 24,500 
bings, which were sold for £77,160. 

Of the inventions for facilitating the washing of lead ores, 
and of the discoveries in the metallurgy of lead, we shall 
mention only the crushing mill and the Pattinson process. 
The crushing of lead ore was formerly done with the hand-
bucker—a tool which was made of a piece of iron, oblong 
in shape, measuring about four inches in length, and three 
inches in breadth, by three-quarters of an inch in thickness, 
and weighing from five to seven pounds. The under sur-
face of the oblong was plated with steel ; upon the upper 
surface was fixed an eye, into which the shaft or handle 
was fitted. This tool was wielded by boys of ten to fifteen 
years of age. A quantity of pickings—mixed pieces of ore, 
so called because they were picked out of the grate by the 
washer-boys—having been placed upon the knockstone, a 
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boy who stood in front of the stone crushed them with his 
bucker. The crushing is now done by a machine called 
the grinder or crushing mill. There is no need to describe 
it, since most of you are acquainted with it. We do not 
know who invented this mill, but we know that it was in-
troduced into Alston Moor from the Lake district by Mr. 
Utrick Walton. Only those who have seen boys at work 
with the bucker, slowly and painfully reducing the pickings 
—some of which were very hard—to the consistency of fine 
gravel or sand, can fully appreciate the benefit conferred 
upon miners by the invention of the crushing mill. A 
great saving of time and hard labour has been effected by 
this and other improvements in washing apparatus. The 
work which formerly required the labour of two men and 
eighteen boys, can now be done by two men and four boys. 

In 1829, Mr. Hugh Lee Pattinson, a native of Alston, 
discovered the process for desilverising lead which is now 
known throughout the civilised world as the Pattinson 
process. 	By the old process the separation of the silver 
from the lead was very imperfectly done ; by the new, or 
Pattinson process, the separation is almost perfect, the 
quantity of silver left in the lead being very minute indeed. 
The new process is much quicker than the old, and there-
fore, less expensive. Formerly, if the proportion of silver 
in combination with one ton of lead was less than eight 
ounces it would not repay the cost of extraction. 	Hence 
the reason why many of the old smelting houses were with-
out refining apparatus, no attempt being then made to 
refine a large proportion of the lead. But now, if the pro-
portion of silver to lead is as much as two ounces of the 
former to one ton of the latter the refining can be done 
with profit. These facts show the superiority of the Pat-
tinson process over the one formerly in use. 
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