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Snaefell Mine

EARLY MINES
Minerals useful to man have been utilised since
early times in Mann, with imported tin and
possibly local copper from Bradda Head being
used in the Bronze Age for tools and weapons.
Evidence for early iron working from around
500 BC onward is scarce, but there are later
Celtic metal working sites in Andreas and
German.

Bronze Age flat axe
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Not long after, King Edward I of England wrote in
1292 :

“For John Comyn, Earl of Boghan,
The King to his beloved and faithful Walter de
Huntingcumbe, his custodian in the Isle of Man,
greeting. Know that we have given licence to our
beloved and faithful John Comyn, Earl of Boghan,
that he may dig ore of lead in our mine of Calf in
the Island aforesaid for covering eight turrets in
the castle of the same John of Crigleton and
Gallaweye. And, therefore, we command you that
you permit the said John to dig the ore in the mine
aforesaid so much as may suffice for covering in
this manner, and to carry it to his aforesaid castle
without impediment or other opposition. In
testimony of which witness the King at Berewyk
on Tweet, 27th day of June.”

Kidney ore

The first written evidence of lead working comes
in a Charter of King Harald in 1246 to Furness
Abbey monks, who controlled Rushen Abbey,
granting them certain mining rights.

“To God and the Blessed Mary of Furness, and to
the Abbot and monks there serving the Lord, the
use of all kinds of minerals [minerarium] which
may be found within my whole land, both below
ground and upon it, with free transit everywhere
throughout my land without let or hindrance... for
their full profit, and at their own pleasure as may
appear most fitting to them.”

Patent Roll (Chancery), 20 Edward I m.q.

Extract from Grant of Harald, King of Mann to Furness
Abbey, A.D. 1246, [Manx Society VII & JMM Vol V1]
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Edward I also gave
safe conducts for
people to come to the
Isle of Man “for lead for
the works of our castles
in Wales.”
There is much more
evidence of mining activity
from the 17th century
onwards.
In 1726 Bishop Wilson wrote “Mines
of coal there are none, though several
attempts have been made to find them.
But of lead, copper and iron there are
several, and some of them have been
wrought to good advantage, particularly the lead:
of which ore many hundred tons have of late been
smelted and exported.”

“Steam cargo boats plied
between the mainland and
Laxey, bringing coal and
taking cargoes of ore to the
smelting works at Swansea.....A
tram line connected the washing floors with the
quay and allowed the iron wagons, drawn by a
horse with two wagons to each horse, to be taken
to the side of the ship.”

Manx Society Vol XVIII

Technological improvements gave mining more
scope as the Industrial Revolution progressed in
the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries until the
Isle of Man became one of the most important
zinc and lead producing areas in Britain.

“Laxey and the vicinity in the [18]80s was a very
busy place. Work in the mines and washing floors
was carried on day and night except Saturday
night and Sunday.”
Mr J T Killip, Laxey

The Lady Isabella water wheel, ‘The Great Laxey Wheel’.

IMPORTANT MINING
AREAS
Of the major mines in the Island, the Laxey
complex is known to have been worked from at
least the 1780s although there was not much
success until the 1820s. From the formation of the
Laxey Mining Company in 1848 until around 1890
the mines were very successful, producing not
only lead but even more zinc blende. Investments
in improved technology, such as the Lady Isabella
water wheel, enabled miners to extract ores from
deeper underground.
The mines in the Foxdale area were widely spread
out with several virtually separate mine
complexes, although they were all worked by the
same company - the Isle of Man Mining Company,
formed by a group of investors based in Chester.
In this area lead was the most important ore. As in
Laxey, there was also some silver.
In other areas many efforts were made to find new
veins of ore. Some prospectors found little or
none, but other mines like those near the coast in
Maughold were working as late as the 1920s, in
this case, extracting iron ore.
Mining areas were busy places when production
was at its height.
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“Before going ‘under’, each man would provide
himself with a lump of softened clay which would
be placed on the front of
his hard hat, and
into which he
would place
the candle.”

PREPARING FOR WORK
UNDERGROUND
The work of extracting ore was carried out
underground, with miners usually walking into the
mine through an adit* shaft which connected
underground with the almost vertical shafts
leading to different levels.

Mr J T Killip,
Laxey.

“Many men walked some distance to reach the
mine by 6am.”
“The adit level was the lowest surface entrance to
the mine, and there the men gathered at the hours
for commencing work at 6am,
2pm and 10pm, and from
this point at the ringing of
the bell at these hours they
dispersed, some going
‘under’, others going
home.”

WORK UNDERGROUND

Mr J T Killip, Laxey

“Before miners used dynamite and fuse to charge
and fire the holes which they drilled, they used to
do so by powder. The custom was that the
miner... approached the farmer in his district for
permission at harvest times to go into the
harvest field to cut straws.....Each working shift
the miner would carry four or five of these
straws. [He had to] fill the hole with powder,
insert the straw, also filled with powder, to act
as fuse to which they set fire.”

Right: The Cornelly
Mine Bell

“Going down the
ladders was quick
and easy enough.
But going up
after a hard
day’s work
was very
tiring”

Mr R R Scarffe, Laxey.

“When we were working we would
stick the clay on the wall. One
candle would give a lot of light
underground. The clay was getting
brought in carts from Clay Head”

Ben
Kelly,
Minorca,
Laxey

“In the Welsh shaft
was a hydraulic lift [the Man
Engine] used at times to raise or lower the men by
stages. No cage was in use in any shaft, so all
other travelling had to be done by ladders and
landings.”

“[Conditions] were good in the Laxey Mines.
The men had a good way to walk after they
came down, but they could walk upright and
they stood upright to work. There was very
little timbering needed in the Laxey Mines
......Compared to a coal mine a lead mine
is a wonderful place....the light of the
candle shining on the spar would beat all
your Christmas trees and their
decorations.”

“Many of them wore their ordinary clothing,
preferring to change in the changing house
provided into their underground suits.”

Mr R Jane, Laxey

“Each man would see to his supply of candles,
and some men would draw the necessary
explosives required from the storekeeper.”

“Some men would be employed at
the fixing of timber, pit props etc..
.....others would be drilling for
shot, firing and blasting and
clearing the broken stone away
to the shaft.

*adit shaft: a tunnel dug into a hillside where the lower
entrance is at ground level and which then slopes
gently upward underground, linking the vertical shafts
used for access to lower levels.
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Foxdale Mines

The Washing Floors
“Here a number of lads were at work, young and
old men and a few women......as the stone and
ore brought on the little railway from underground
reached the ‘teems’, each wagon was emptied
into an opening between the rails and drawn from
thence on to slowly moving turntables. Here the
boys sat, picking ‘chats’, as far as possible putting
all stone to be sent to the ‘deads’, and metal to
the crushers.”
Mr J T Killip, Laxey

Here it would be filled into the ‘kibble’ [a large
wooden tub well boarded with iron hoops] and
sent up the shaft.”
Mr J T Killip, Laxey.

SURFACE WORK
Tradesmen
“[There was a] fitter’s shop, a joiner’s shop and
blacksmith..... some of the smith’s work was the
constant sharpening of drills or ‘jumpers’. Some of
the drilling by the miners had to be by hammer
and ‘jumper’, an exercise requiring some skill.”
Mr J T Killip, Laxey
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Laxey Mines - The Washing Floor

Payday
“The men were doing what was called ‘bargaining
work’. A man would take what he would call a
‘bargain’ - a certain piece of land that the Captain
would give him. Him and some other men would
work it. He would pay the men that was with him
12/- or 15/- a week.”
Robert Jane, Laxey

“The first Saturday of each month was a holiday
and all arrived at or near the washing floors in
holiday dress...... The names were called by the
respective captains as chargehands, and each
man, woman, or boy would receive their month’s
pay.”
Mr J T Killip, Laxey

“There was always the consolation that there was
no unemployment in those days. Whether young
or old there always seemed to be work.”

Order of Rechabites Seal

Mr R R Scarffe, Laxey

The miners had their own poor relief and an
annual tea in the reading room and concert in the
Gardens’ Hall.”

SOCIAL LIFE

Mr J T Killip, Laxey

“Two reading and recreation rooms were provided
with a good library, games, periodicals, daily and
weekly papers. A Church was also built by the
Company for the miners and well attended....
Friendly Societies were strong: Oddfellows,
Manchester Unity and the Order of Rechabites.

“There was also a club where the workers paid in
so much each week and if they became ill they
were able to get 6d weekly”
Mr. R R Scarffe, Laxey
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THE IMPORTANCE OF THE MINING INDUSTRY
For some years in the nineteenth century the
Laxey Mines produced so much zinc blende that it
was not only the “top” producer in Britain - it
actually produced more than the other mines
combined. The number of people employed in
mining was high, as census figures for the areas
show.

The End of Mining
The mines’ reports of the 1890s show that making
a profit was becoming harder. Some of the best
seams had been worked, so that extracting the
ore was becoming more difficult and expensive. At
the same time, prices for ore were going down as
new mining areas opened up in other parts of the
world. The Foxdale Mines closed in 1911, with the
Laxey Mines continuing until 1919 when strikes
and low prices for ore closed the mines. Another
company reopened the mines, but that too closed
down in 1929.

“Foxdale is a populous and prosperous mining
centre, being the richest and longest worked
mining district in the Island. Several of the mines
[of which there are many] having been worked for
above 100 years, and the leading company,
namely ‘The Isle of Man Mining Company’, has
been in existence for a period of over 50 years,
and the prosperity of this company may best be
estimated by the fact that the shares cannot be
purchased in the market, the stock being held by
a few persons.”

“Many [miners] went to America and Africa - some
of them when the mines closed down, but also
some went before that when there was less
opportunity for work and good wages at home,
and prospects were better abroad - they were
encouraged to come and arrangements were
made by men they knew who had gone away
before. The wives in many cases went into
Douglas and took boarding houses while the men
were away.”

Extract from the Prospectus issued by the Manx
Northern Railway Co. in 1884 to form a company to
construct a railway from St. Johns to Foxdale.

“They were coming from all over to work here
[Foxdale]. Men from the south walking here and
staying in Lower Foxdale and walking home at the
end of the week.”

Folk Life Survey, no name.

Several surveys have been carried out in recent
years to see whether it would be worthwhile
mining again, but none thought that it would be
profitable nowadays. The most recent surveys
have concentrated on exploration for oil and gas,
rather than for the minerals mined in the past.

“There wasn’t much poverty here [Foxdale] when
the mines closed down [1911] - the men were
getting odd jobs here and there until they could
arrange to emigrate to America or get work across
the water. The Laxey miners were coming over at
one time to look for work in Foxdale”
Folk Life Survey, no name.

Below: A group of Foxdale mineworkers
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