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 Snailbeach Mine, near Minsterley, 

Shropshire OS Landranger 126 

GR374022 

This visit provided an excellent example of the way 

in which geology has shaped the industrialisation 

of an area. 

Snailbeach’s geology is Ordovician, the 

predominant rock type being Mytton Flags, a very 

hard sedimentary rock in which fissures opening 

up in the late Silurian and early Carboniferous 

times allowed hot, mineral rich solutions to 

infiltrate the rock, making it, in the course of time, 

a very rich mineral site.  

The main minerals to be found and exploited at 

Snailbeach are veins of galena (lead), sphalerite 

(zinc sulphide), and barites (Barium sulphate) – its 

ability to reflect X-rays meant that it could be used 

medically as the basis of barium meals. Calcite is 

also to be found. 

 

Examples of the rocks and minerals to be found at Snailbeach 

Peter Toghill’s detailed guide to the geology of 

Shropshire, Geology in Shropshire (1990) Swan Hill 

Press, has an excellent diagram (pg 74) showing 

the geology of the Snailbeach area with its 

numerous mineral veins running through the 

Mytton Flags.  It is thought that the mineral veins 

originate from the cooling of deep igneous masses 

– granite(?) – that underlie the area and are the 

likely source of the minerals mentioned above. 

The name “Snailbeach” probably derives from 

‘Snail Bach’ – or Snail Valley. Its mineral riches 

have been explored since pre-Roman times, and by 

Roman times, it was one of the foremost lead 

mines in the country. Lead ‘pigs’ or ingots, 

weighing nearly 90 kg or 200lbs were known to 

have been produced at the mine and used by the 

Romans for roofing and water pipes. In fact lead 

was still being used for water piping up to the 

beginning of the 20th century, and was also used 

for electrical cable sheathing in the early 20th 

century. Lead sheet is still used for roof covering. 

After Roman times, the 

mines were abandoned 

until the mid-1500s, and 

by the late 18th century 

the mines were being 

opened up with 

numerous levels being 

exploited to a depth of 

1,650 feet or 503m (the 

deepest part) 

In its heyday in the 

1870s, the mine 

produced over 5,000 

tons of refined lead, 

about 10% of the 

nation’s lead ore. 

During the early 20th century cheaper, imported 

lead meant that lead mining ceased at Snailbeach, 

but the enormous white spoil heaps beside the 

mine began to be exploited as developments in 

technology enabled other minerals to be extracted 

from this source which proved to be a profitable 

concern for the mine.  This was not without its 

dangers as dust from the spoil heaps was a known 

health hazard for people and animals in the 

locality. During the 1990s the spoil heaps were 

made safe and grassed over. Mining for barites 

continued until the mid-1950s. 



Contributions welcomed from group members 
Email Mike Carter mjcarter44@btinternet.com 

It is possible to enter one of the mine shafts, adit 

or level, to gain some experience of what working 

in the mine was like 

 

For the late 19th century miner, working conditions 

were tough – the mine face was poorly illuminated 

by candle-light, the tough rock was drilled using 

pneumatic drills and then sections were blasted 

out and the ore loaded into trucks to be taken to 

the crusher and then to the furnace for smelting. 

A 19th century 

miner with candle 

fixed to his felt hat 

by a blob of clay, 

and working tools 

of pick and shovel. 

Weekly wage of 22 

shillings (£1.10p) 

(comparable value 

in 2008 = £45.70). 

From this amount 

miners had to pay 

for their tools, 

clothes and candles (8d) and contribute to a 

welfare fund – before paying for their 

accommodation, food and family expenses. 

Although conditions in the mine were not as dirty 

or hazardous as were those in coal mines, 

exposure to dust affected breathing and 

consequently shortened life spans. 

The following picture shows a pneumatic rock drill 

powered by compressed air obtained from a 

stationary steam engine installed during the early 

1880s. 

 

 

 

 

 

U3A members in the mine – 

standing on a grille placed over 

a 300ft deep shaft) – looking at 

bore holes made in the rock 

face with a pneumatic rock drill 

The shaft originally carried the 

pumping rods and levers 

connected to the pumping 

engine on the hillside above. It 

also carried the compressed air 

hoses which were connected 

to the rock drills. The air also 

ventilated the mine shafts 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The picture also shows the colouration of the rock 

and some of the mineralised veins. 

Mike Carter 

 

Members of the Wyre Forest U3A Geology and Industrial History groups 

would like to thank Peter Sheldrake of the Shropshire Mines Trust, for 

sharing his enthusiastic interest for the mine with us during our visit to 

Snailbeach.  

Reference has been made to ‘Shropshire History: Snailbeach Mine’, 

‘Snailbeach Mine’, Shropshire Mines Trust 2011 and ‘Geology in Shropshire’ 

by Peter Toghill (1990), Swan Hill Press 

Thanks to Mike Maurice for his photograph of the Snailbeach mine shaft 

head gear ‘George’s Shaft’ 


