
DEVON CONSOLS and WHEAL FANNY 2019 

You may be wondering what this picture has to do with today’s walk but you will have to 

wait until further on before I explain and ‘no’ her name isn’t Fanny! For now, we will just 

enjoy another leisurely walk around some of the 25km of trails here at Gulworthy which 

nowadays is a World Heritage site but which in the 19th century, was the site of the richest copper 

mine in the World. When the copper had virtually come to an end it was tin and then arsenic that 

afforded yet more riches leaving that ugly red sand waste from the arsenic recovery phase of the 

mine on the hillside, virtually impossible to ignore 

when travelling along the A390 in Devon.  

Several times in the past this walk has appeared on our 

programme, so we just strolled along past the Tree 

Surfers complex of rope walkways and bridges high up 

in the tree canopy chatting to whoever happened to be 

next to us. Sometimes we spotted orange-coloured 

waters discharging out of the ground, coloured by 

ochre, the pigment which usually comes from iron ore 

in the earth, especially after heavy rains. The leaf-

covered path continued downwards before inevitably, 

it began to climb once again so now that huge arsenic 

mountain was over to our left. Some of the group which included me, did a little detour to stroll 

inside the ruined mine captain’s cottage where a number of information boards had been hung on 

his walls, something he could never have dreamed would have happened so long after his death. If 

we gazed out of the doorway or the window we could see that the majority of the group had now 

reached the ruins of Wheal Anna Maria and were reading the board there as they peered across the 

red-coloured ground where nothing ever grows. 

Over to the right and behind a 21st century wall are a row 

of 19th century calciners, an essential part of any tin mine 

as they were where the arsenic ore was crushed, washed 

and roasted, the hot gases being drawn up flues to a 

labyrinth of condensing chambers; when they cooled the 

walls were coated with crude arsenic powder. This was 

scraped off by men and boys and refined into a fine, 

white flour, 99% pure arsenic.  

This mine was the third to be discovered and was 

subsequently named Wheal Anna Maria after the lady pictured at the beginning of this article; she 

was reputed to be a lifelong friend of Queen Victoria serving as Lady of the Bedchamber for four 

years. The rest of her time was spent at Woburn Abbey in the Bedfordshire countryside because 

Anna Maria was married to Francis Russell, the 7th Duke of 

Bedford who owned the entire Devon Great Consols site. At 

Woburn, Anna Maria would entertain her society friends in her 

rooms where she is credited with the invention of afternoon tea. 

This was at a time when the British only ate two meals a day, 



breakfast and dinner. The dinner would be a formal affair which 

took place about 8pm so it left a long period of time between 

meals. To suppress her sinking feeling, when she was alone the 

duchess would ask for a tray of tea plus some bread & butter and 

cake to be brought to her room in the afternoon. Inevitably any 

friends who came to visit at this time would be asked to join her so 

the idea was soon being copied all over London; it was just a 

matter of time before this snack was moved to the drawing room. 

Before long all the fashionable society were sipping tea and 

nibbling cakes in the middle of the afternoon.  

Leaving this mine behind, we carried on with our walk, our destination was Wheal Fanny which was 

located at the bottom of a steep hill, a mine that first began in 1845 and was named by Josiah 

Hitchin, the man credited with convincing the 7th Duke of Bedford to permit explorative mining on 

his land leading to the discovery of great riches. He named the first and most northerly mine, Wheal 

Maria after his wife and this, the second to be discovered was named after their newly born 

daughter, Fanny. It was time for a short break here beside the lake, a pretty picnic spot in the 

summer but rather damp and lifeless at this time of year. 

To begin the second half of this two-hour walk we re-traced our steps for a bit passing a rival walking 

group from Plympton who we had first encountered back at 

the car park. As they headed down the hill our group were 

soon joining 

the mineral 

railway trail. 

This was an 

incline 

railway 

which once 

travelled 

over seven 

miles all the 

way down to 

the port at Morewellham on the River Tamar. This 

path was lined on both sides with long straggly 

heathers which were now setting seed. Earlier the 

fallen leaves were mainly from oaks but further ahead it was sweet 

chestnut leaves that dominated with a great 

number of pine cones as well, every one of them 

devoid of their tiny nuts. Part way along this path 

beside the boundary, it became shadier and 

muddier but this beautiful Spindle bush over to our 

left would have cheered up the dullest of days. As 

we passed more of the Tree Surfers paraphernalia 

we knew the walk must be nearing its end. 



 

 

  


