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Uneven Surfaces

Bodily Engagements with the Postindustrial Wild

Hilary Orange

Michel de Certeau once wrote that: ‘Stories about places are makeshift 

things. They are composed with the world’s debris’ (1984: 107). Places are 

also in themselves ‘makeshift things’, being formed of material provisionali-

ties that have been mixed into cuts, builds, layers and jumbles, forming new 

connections and separations. In this chapter, I focus on the surfaces of postin-

dustrial land in Cornwall, a southwestern region of the British Isles that was 

once important for tin and copper mining. Here, as elsewhere, surfaces have 

formed through the actions of geological, taphonomic and climatic forces, as 

well as through gravity and the actions of human and other species. 

My interest in surfaces is not particularly unique. Alfredo González-

Ruibal has pointed out that surfaces have long been of interest to artists, ar-

chaeologists, cultural geographers, urban explorers and photographers (2011: 

166). A surfi cial interest is central to Edward Burtynsky’s aerial photographs, 

showing landscape at scale impacted upon by industrialization and a concern 

with surfaces can also be found in the geographer Tim Edensor’s writing on 

ruined industrial sites. He describes picking his way over the rubble, earth and 

brick of a ruin in Manchester, England (Edensor 2007: 227) and elsewhere 

notes that ruined spaces are ‘full of random juxtapositions, clutter, obstacles, 

and numerous pathways’ (Edensor 2005a: 834). On ruination, Rodney Har-

rison has argued that the archaeology of the recent past can usefully serve 

to shift attention away from the twin archaeological tropes of excavation at 
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depth and the study of ruination, with emphases on the abandoned, the un-

used and the dead, to instead look at the living surface (2011: 143–44). In rec-

ognizing the agency of humans and nonhumans, he writes on the potentiality 

of the surface as being ‘a physical stratum that contains not only the present, 

but all its physical and imagined pasts combined’ (2011: 154). 

I fi nd Harrison’s argument persuasive. My research in Cornwall has fo-

cused on mining landscapes and my interest has been in how industrial land-

scapes are lived in and used – creatively, economically and politically in the 

period after industrial closure. As mining is indelibly linked to the notion of 

worked ground, it therefore seems entirely appropriate to more deeply con-

sider body-surface interactions. An emphasis on the surface also importantly 

serves to redress a narrative and representational bias in Cornish heritage. Ar-

chitectural icons, such as the ruined Cornish engine house and the chimney 

stack, are widely used as symbols throughout Cornwall to represent the in-

dustrial era (Orange 2012: 291; 2019), whereas the stuff  underfoot, at times 

small, chipped, fragmented or merely dust, is part of the same histories of 

industrialization and deindustrialization, but is more readily overlooked – lit-

erally kicked away. While the ruined engine house is a visual icon, dispersed 

rubble and granite blocks as well as more recognizable industrial features 

such as copper dressing fl oors do not appear on the countless postcards that 

replicate ideas of what Cornish heritage is and is not.  

Archaeology of the recent past and more-than-representational research 

share a common interest in the mundane and subaltern aspects of life (Cad-

man 2009; McAtackney and Penrose 2016). In this chapter, I will illustrate 

something of the ebb and fl ow of everyday life, partly as a rebuke to the 

notion of abandonment or ruination, by showing how people have vari-

ously moved across the surfaces of mines, including venturing just below the 

surface into mine workings. These areas sit cheek by jowl next to industrial 

settlements, and the phenomena of everyday routines may seem insignifi -

cant, but can nevertheless reveal how life takes shape and changes. 

Hayden Lorimer has highlighted the importance of thinking through 

movement in landscape, the ‘shared experiences, everyday routines, fl eeting 

encounters, embodied movements’ (2005: 84). Tim Ingold’s perspective on 

movement in landscape is also relevant here. In Being Alive, he writes of re-

turning to central themes in his anthropological work, of ‘life as lived along 

lines, or wayfaring; the primacy of movement; the nature and constitution 

of the ground’ (Ingold 2011: xii). A focus on movement, he goes on to say, 

creates a diff erent understanding; rather than static environments, materials 

and people, the world, and people in the world can be understood in terms 

of processes of generation (2011: 12). 

Joy Parr’s work on the bodily adaptations to Canadian megaprojects 

is also an important touchstone. In Sensing Changes (2010), Parr delivers a 
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convincing case for paying attention to how the body adapts to environmental 

and technological change, one of her examples focusing on the residents of 

a new model town who relocated as a group after their former village was 

drowned by a hydrodam. In the new town, with its treeless environment and 

more uniform streets designed for motorized transport, residents relied more 

on their cars. In the old village, walking had been commonplace and ordinary. 

A mechanic, Joe Roberts, formerly walked to work, but in the new environ-

ment, where no one walked, he found that the residents were familiar, but 

there was no ‘togetherness’ (Parr 2010: 84). Arguing that people ‘make sense’ 

of their environments through their ‘sensing bodies’ (2010: 12), Parr makes a 

call for such ‘embodied histories’ that consider how changing environments 

and technologies are refl ected in changing ‘habits and practices’ (2010: 3). 

An interest in teasing out reciprocal arrangements between the body 

and the environment can also be seen in more-than-representational writ-

ing. Martin Müller writes: ‘The relation between humans and their sur-

rounding is thus a two-way street: Humans act as much as they are acted 

on’ (2015: 410). Others have provided case studies that exemplify various 

aspects of reciprocity in relation to industrial bodies – for instance, Sefryn 

Penrose reports on the ‘body events’ that are implicated within industrial to 

postindustrial transitions from the assembly line to the fi tness studio (2013), 

and Arthur McIvor’s discussions on sick and injured bodies, caught up in the 

slow ‘economic violence’ of asbestos-related disease, are also relevant (2015). 

Much of the content in this chapter is based on material drawn from 

walking interviews for research on residents’ perceptions of the Cornish 

mining landscape (Orange 2012). Those taking part in the interviews were 

chosen through a process of snowball sampling, whereby contacts nominated 

and recruited others to take part in my research. The interviews were car-

ried out in 2008 and 2009, and interviewees came from a variety of back-

grounds, including artists, former teachers, retired miners, museum workers, 

bookshop owners, former policemen and government employees, amongst 

others. The interviewees chose where to meet as well as the route and the 

duration of the walk. The walks varied greatly in length, anything from one 

to four hours. Conversation was informal, although I had certain questions 

in mind, such as ‘what is your earliest memory of this place?’ and ‘how has 

this place changed?’ Largely, however, conversation took its own course and 

the narrative was often biographical. 

A theme that emerged was of the ‘wildness’ of the mines in the 1960s 

and 1970s, and the opportunities for certain bodily experiences, particularly 

walking, play, resource acquisition, mineral collecting and waste disposal. 

Emma Waterton writes that ‘it is the body that lies at the centre of memo-

ries’ (2011: 354) and those I interviewed talked and gestured in more-than-

representational terms as they described wilder postindustrial landscapes and 
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their bodily experiences therein. The ‘wild’, I suggest, captures something of 

the reciprocity of land and body, and I will explore this aspect further below. 

Returning to Parr, human bodies are contextually, spatially and temporally 

specifi c (2010: 2). Those I interviewed grew up in Cornwall in the 1960s 

and 1970s, and there is a clear generational tempo to the material that I pres-

ent in this chapter.    

Cornwall

Cornwall is a long peninsula of land located in the far southwest of the 

United Kingdom, surrounded by sea except to the east, where it borders the 

county of Devon. The region’s mineralogical wealth is due to the eruption 

of molten granite into the sedimentary mud of slates and shales, known in 

Cornwall as killas, that were laid down and then lifted in the Carbonifer-

ous and Devonian periods. A spine of granite runs east to west through the 

region. In the west, metal veins formed within the fractures of the slowly 

cooling granite, while in the east, weathering carried ore nearer to the sur-

face. Although tin, copper and arsenic were the principal minerals extracted 

during the industrial era, other minerals found in Cornwall include lead, 

zinc, silver, antimony, iron and manganese, together with lesser amounts 

of tungsten, cobalt, nickel, uranium, baryte, titanium and fl uorspar (Barton 

1965; Bristow 1993). 

By the early eighteenth century, the Cornish mines deepened as surface 

deposits were depleted. Mining was aided initially by the introduction of 

gunpowder and then innovations in steam power enabled mine companies 

to deepen workings and increase production. By the mid-eighteenth cen-

tury, around 340 mines were in operation in Cornwall, employing some 

estimated 40,000 people (Rowe 1953; Buckley 2005). Output in copper 

production peaked in the 1860s and then newly discovered minerals and 

fast-developing mines, most notably in Chile, South Australia, Michigan and 

Cuba, caused the copper market to fl ood and metal prices to crash. After-

wards, tin became Cornwall’s principal product, but the markets continued 

to oscillate. By the 1890s, the situation was so dire that an estimated 200,000 

miners and their families had left Cornwall to seek work overseas, a disper-

sion known as the Cornish Diaspora or the Great Emigration (Payton 2004). 

At the beginning of the twentieth century, a handful of mines were left in 

production, propped up after the Second World War by the International 

Tin Council (ITC), which controlled and stabilized the price of tin, but 

when the ITC collapsed in 1985, due to the rising interest in recycling and 

the use of alternative materials, mining in Cornwall soon ended. The last tin 

mine, South Crofty Mine in Pool, closed in March 1998. 
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In 1953, Rowe provided a contemporary account of an old mine, writ-

ing that ‘gorse and heather were creeping over the unsightly heaps of “attles” 

and “deads” which the old miners had rejected and cast aside’ (1953: 326). 

Attles and deads are Cornish terms for mine waste. At this time, mines had 

little economic purpose or further use. As the mines had largely operated in 

rural locations alongside small and medium-sized industrial settlements, there 

was little redevelopment pressure and while agrarian practices, such as animal 

husbandry, returned to moorland areas, the rough-ground coastal areas were 

unsuitable for agrarian purposes. After valuable materials were robbed out 

and then recycled, the mining areas were left alone to revegetate. As a result, 

Cornwall has good survival of industrial archaeology in relation to the min-

ing industry; not just the sites of extraction, but also the foundries, industrial 

settlements, harbours and ports, the gardens and estates of Mineral Lords, 

the traces of transport systems and the remains of allied industries, such as 

dynamite works and arsenic production. 

In the period after the Second World War, the mines came under the 

jurisdiction of Cornwall’s local district councils, who often used them to 

accommodate travelling communities. Local people and farmers also used 

the mines as places to dispose of household and agricultural waste, mostly 

due to the lack of offi  cial waste disposal facilities in Cornwall until the 1980s 

(Orange 2012: 248–49). In the 1980s, factors coincided to focus attention on 

the old mines; statutory reviews and archaeological surveys were conducted, 

and government subsidies became available for moorland clearance and land 

reclamation (Thorpe et al. 2005: 18). Conservation and reclamation work 

ensued, dovetailing in with a growing national interest in preserving the 

remains of the Industrial Revolution, an emerging heritage industry in the 

United Kingdom being strongly supported by the policies of the Thatcher 

government in the 1980s (Wright 1985). Archaeologist Nicholas Johnson 

sets the scene, describing how ‘quite suddenly over a period of less than a 

decade money that was not heritage inspired could be turned to heritage 

projects and there’s literally an explosion of large projects as a result’ (inter-

view extract, 23 November 2006). 

Industrial heritage was not welcomed by all. By the early 1990s, some 

in Cornwall were expressing concern about the consequences of heritage 

tourism and there was increasing talk of the Cornish landscape being at risk 

of themeparking or ‘Disneyfi cation’ (Perry 1993a: 58). The issue was, ac-

cording to the historian Payton, that ‘a hitherto wild, dramatic, inherently 

Cornish landscape was being sanitized and anglicized, made safe and familiar 

for Home Counties refugees’ (2004: 284). The reference to ‘Home Counties 

refugees’ here referred to the increasing number of English tourists who had 

been coming to Cornwall since the 1960s, as well as increasing numbers of 

people relocating to the southwest to escape the so-called ‘rat race’ (Perry 
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1993b: 29, 39–40; Williams and Shaw 1993). Improvements to road systems 

had greatly aided car travel into the region, and traffi  c jams, holiday chalets 

and caravan parks became more commonplace (Perry 1993b: 40). In step 

with tourism, heritage projects gathered apace: Geevor Tin Mine in the far 

west of Cornwall reopened as a heritage attraction in 1993 and around the 

same time, the Mineral Tramways Project started work on creating around 

60 km of trails in mid-west Cornwall, mainly using old tramway routes 

to link together mining sites (Cornwall Council 2019). In 2006, the scale 

and importance of the Cornish mining industry, including its global impact 

through the Diaspora, was acknowledged through a UNESCO World Heri-

tage Site inscription. The Cornish Mining World Heritage Site, its popular 

title, is a serial site of ten landscape areas in Cornwall and west Devon. The 

Site covers some c. 200 square kilometres of land and is home to around 

90,000 residents.

Botallack 

The cliff s at Botallack are rarely busy. There are usually one or two cars in 

the car park, a few coast path walkers moving through the site, dog walk-

ers and horse riders, but in poor weather the cliff s are often deserted. This 

is rough land and a coastal plain, with the Penwith moors rising close by 

inland. Sharpe describes the sounds of the area as: 

Waves breaking on high cliff s, seabirds, buzzards, jackdaws, ravens, wind, an 
occasional bus or tractor engine in the distance, small plane engines droning off  
St Just airfi eld and international jet planes on trans-Atlantic journeys fi ve miles 
above. Occasional choughs these days. To the east, skylarks, wind dominate. 
Sounds created by people are rare. (2007: 19)

I reach the cliff s via the B3306 coast road and then drive slowly down a pot-

holed track from the hamlet of Botallack. Botallack Mine is thought to be an 

amalgamation of several mines that operated intermittently on the cliff s from 

the early eighteenth century until the start of the First World War (Noall 

1999 [1972]). These were submarine mines and a form of nascent industrial 

tourism developed in the early nineteenth century. Tourists paid to voyage 

underneath the seabed and a particularly vivid account of one journey is 

given in a  1824 guidebook:

The workings of this mine extend at least seventy fathoms in length under the 
bed of the sea; and in these caverns of darkness are many human beings, for a 
small pittance, and even that of a precarious amount, constantly digging for ore, 
regardless of the horrors which surround them, and of the roar of the Atlantic 
ocean, whose boisterous waves are incessantly rolling over their heads. (Paris 
1824: 133–34)
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There are important sets of twentieth-century dressing fl oors at Botallack, 

an arsenic calciner and labyrinth, as well as various engine houses, including 

the picturesque winding and pumping engine houses belonging to Crowns 

Mine, that are situated at the base of the cliff s. In 1995, the National Trust 

purchased sections of the cliff s from Penwith Council and then carried out 

conservation work by decontaminating and consolidating the arsenic works 

and restoring the Count House, which now acts as a visitor information cen-

tre. A large gravel car park was also laid next to the Count House for visitors. 

As water and gravity were used in the processing of the ore, the mines 

were set out geometrically through a series of terraces leading down to the 

cliff s. A wide and heavily trodden unmade path leads down from the car 

park to the Crowns Mine engine houses, while the equally well-trodden 

coast path cuts across the site, closer to the cliff  edge. The rest of the site 

is characterized by small paths and shortcuts winding around and into the 

terraces and mining features. Other footpaths lead off  into the surrounding 

landscape, away from the mines and cliff s to connect to hamlets and farm-

ing land, coves and earlier mine workings. There are paths that appear to go 

nowhere, disappearing over the cliff -line to embarkation points for quarried 

stone (Cahill and CAU 2002a: 15; Sharpe 1992: 90). Other routes turn out 

to be the remnants of leat systems (artifi cial watercourses) or are rabbit paths. 

One morning, my walking companion was Adam Sharpe, who at the 

time worked as an archaeological advisor to the National Trust. Adam has 

an interest in mining landscapes and in 1992 compiled a comprehensive 

archaeological survey of the West Cornwall mining district (Sharpe 1992). I 

was curious about the paths and the lack of any ‘Danger’ signs on site, par-

ticularly given that some paths ran close to the cliff  edge. I asked Adam why 

the paths were not surfaced. He responded:

We get a lot of requests from people like the Coast Path Association, saying 
‘can you do something about the path surfacing’ and we’ve taken the view that 
you might get someone who’s jumped in the car in London or Birmingham, 
driven down here and stopped at a Happy Eater or something. If they got out 
and they got into a pristine car park and from that followed beautifully surfaced 
paths they would be led to edges of cliff s and in a way the sort of semi-hostile 
surfacing says the ground is rocky and uneven, this says to them ‘look you’ve 
got to look after yourself here’. And it’s fairly obvious it is a wild environment.

From this conversation, I realized that I walked around Botallack looking at 

my feet in order to be sure of where I was treading, and perhaps the ‘semi-

hostile’ surfacing – walking eyes down – explains my particularly strong 

memories of surface textures and materials: concrete, blocks of granite, gorse, 

heather, bracken and grass, mud, slate and shales. The concrete dressing 

fl oors built in the twentieth century host grass and moss, but in comparison, 

the earlier dressing fl oors, where women and girls (the bal maidens) broke 
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rock on surface, are almost devoid of plant life as the ground is too contami-

nated by heavy minerals, arsenic and the eff ects of the leaching of sulphuric 

acid to support their growth (Sharpe 1992: 3). The surface is dominated by 

the colour red where the ground has been stained by iron oxide. Red is also 

the colour of the waste product from the mines. 

Waste

Botallack is associated with waste in two ways: fi rst, through the waste ma-

terials removed during mining and deposited in giant heaps on the surface; 

Figure 2.1. View of red ground, Botallack, Cornwall, United Kingdom. 

© H. Orange
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and, second, through the practice of using mines as convenient places to 

dump rubbish. David James owned a café and bookshop in the nearby town 

of St Just in Penwith, and on a walk around Botallack, we paused to look 

down a mine shaft covered over with a grill. I asked David: ‘What was this 

place like in the past?’ He explained that there were once mine dumps at 

Botallack; great mounds of stone and gravel reaching ‘about 15 or 20-foot 

high and there were a lot of them’. They were bulldozed, something he felt 

was ‘industrial vandalism’.

Mines produced large amounts of waste through the extraction of ore 

and through the ‘dead work’, the development of shafts, adits, tunnels, ven-

tilation shafts and levels that were required to access the ore. After primary 

crushing and sorting, the unwanted stone was moved from the dressing 

fl oors to the dumps, which then grew in height and mass (Sharpe 1992: 58). 

In around 1980, Geevor Tin Mine opened a second milling plant and 

with advances in milling techniques set out to reprocess the mine waste in 

the surrounding area as reserves of metal remained in the dumps. Planning 

permissions were granted by Penwith District Council for several heaps to 

be removed in the district, meaning that the dumps would be fl at-scraped. 

In June and November 1985, a local newspaper, the Western Morning News, 

reported on a protest from local people and environmentalists over the plans 

(Williams 1985a, 1985b). In the fi rst report, the paper quoted Miss Jenny 

Wright of Newmill saying: ‘The spoil heaps have become part of the local 

ecology with bushes, heath and hawthorn thicket growing … Our main 

concern is for the ecology and keeping certain areas unspoiled as natural 

areas. It is very popular with many local people for walking and riding’ 

(Williams 1985a). In response to the protest, the Council stated that Geevor 

Mine was not only extracting the tin from the waste, but was benefi ting the 

environment by removing an industrial scar, thereby returning the area its 

preindustrial condition ( Williams 1985b). 

The German term Industrienatur has no English equivalent, but is used 

to signify the regreening of industrial sites, including through managed re-

wilding initiatives, and in this example, the hybridized industrial-ecological 

habitats at Botallack led to a clash over economic, aesthetic, leisure and envi-

ronmental values. The dumps were also popular with another group of peo-

ple. They were a magnet for mineral collectors, a more popular pastime in 

the 1950s to the 1970s, carried out mostly by hobbyists who curated personal 

displays of diff erent mineral specimens at home. At the end of a long walk 

around Botallack, as we headed back to our cars, Geoff  Treseder explained 

that he fi rst visited Botallack as a young man in the early 1970s, being drawn 

to the area because of the opportunity to collect minerals. He eventually 

moved to West Cornwall and got a job working underground at Geevor:  
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One thing, I said I mentioned that I came here as an enthusiast in mining and I 
have a strong feeling that I’d be out and about looking on dumps and there’d be 
loads of people doing similar things. There were a lot more people coming in 
then who were interested in minerals, in particular, and people with a general 
mining history interest – much more so than today. 

If you think about it, it was harder to fi nd out about things back then – there was 
no Internet. But I encountered loads of people. I spent a lot of time at Wheal 
Edward looking over the dumps out there and throughout the day there’d be a 
steady trickle of people who were either doing something similar or just had a 
vague interest – families out with hammers, but at the time things like mineral 
collecting were quite popular … Those that do collect now are pretty obsessed 
and will dig big holes in dumps, but what’s lacking is that slightly more ama-
teurish family outing – you’d hear it – you’d hear hammers beating on dumps 
and it wasn’t unusual whereas now…

The removal of the dumps had a further consequence: there was no analo-

gous surface feature that showed the scale and volume of the mine workings. 

The heaps were information dumps as William Old explained (interview 

extract, 3 September 2002). Mr Old was born in 1934:  

I do feel they could do with the Mine Tips back again sort of thing and explain 
what they were, I mean it would bring home to people that bit more of how 
much space must be under or was and is underground and when you consider 
all that mound of stuff  taken out of the shaft. 

Now you can come along and show them the shaft, there’s a hole in the ground 
and miles and miles of tunnels down there, and so forth and so forth, but they 
can look around and things are fl at and clear, there’s a little bit down there at 
Geevor a bit of sand and gravel and whatever but the actual quantities of spoil 
are gone. 

So there we are. 

Aside from the mine heaps, now much reduced in scale, Botallack has a 

connection with another kind of waste – that of unwanted household and 

agricultural waste. David Kemp is a sculptor and assemblage artist who has a 

workshop on the cliff s at Botallack. For over twenty years, he has salvaged 

materials from the mining landscape to make large sculptural pieces. For 

instance, his series Postindustrial Giants dates from what he calls the Late Iron 

Age and makes connections between ancient metals, mythology and modern 

technology (Kemp 2014).  

Walking around Botallack one morning with his dog, following a rabbit 

path through a buddle yard towards Kenidjack Head, David described the 

scene when he fi rst took up residence in his workshop. The landscape, he 

said, was full of ‘abandoned cars, the shafts and pits were fi lled with rubbish, 

modern stuff  but also mining materials’. ‘So when did changes occur? Was it 

when the National Trust arrived?’, I asked. BAM! David clapped his hands 

together loudly: ‘Yes. It was the decisive moment – that was when the land-

scape was cleared up.’ 
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St Agnes 

All of the mines in St Agnes, a pretty village on the north Cornish coast, had 

closed by the 1940s and tourism has been the main economic driver in the 

village since the 1930s. St Agnes has much to off er tourists: the village has a 

wide range of shops, pubs and galleries, some fi ne civic architecture, inter-

esting views, and the sandy beach and waters of Trevaunance Cove attract 

families and surfers (Cahill and CAU 2002b). Sharpe describes the sounds of 

St Agnes as ‘surf, seabirds, skylarks, families on the beach’ (2007: 89). The 

village is an amalgamation of seven former hamlets – Churchtown, Peter-

ville, Vicarage, Goonown, Goonbell, Trevaunance and Rosemundy – each 

with its own distinct character. Many small tin mines once operated in and 

around the former hamlets and as a consequence, mining features can now 

be found within the village itself, having been incorporated within postwar 

housing expansion.  

Mine Shaft

In the 1960s and 1970s, the mines in St Agnes operated simultaneously as 

rubbish dumps and playgrounds for local children. I interviewed Clive Ben-

ney, a former police offi  cer who grew up in the village. Sat in the living 

room of his bungalow, Clive recalled that the mine shafts were: ‘The best 

thing you could have on your land … everything got tipped down there … 

rat poison, or anything that was a little bit iff y … then they’d just chuck 

it down the shafts.’ It was ‘something which went on from wartime’, he 

said. The mine workings were particularly attractive to local children. Clive 

remembered playing ‘war games’ and scrambling round the holes and spoil 

heaps ‘looking for old prams and things to make go-carts’. He told me about 

a day when he went up to St Agnes Beacon, a large granite boss that over-

shadows the village, and his mother came looking for him:  

We used to go up onto the Beacon and there were tunnels up there and you 
could go into these tiny holes and you’d crawl in and they’d open inside, and 
you’d go in with these bags of straw to sit on and candles and things like that. 
My mother came up one day trying to fi nd me and she looked in and saw this 
hole and she had a fi t and banned us from going up there again.

 He conceded that as a child, he didn’t see the mine workings as dangerous, 

but: ‘Looking back now, if that entrance had caved in, we’d have never got 

out.’ 

John Sawle had lived in St Agnes all his life. He had worked under-

ground at Geevor and Pendarves mines, and his family before him had been 

miners. At the time of my interview with him in 2009, he had been farming 
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for thirty years. John’s family owned four acres of land on the Beacon and as 

a teenager he had explored the mine workings. He recounted going down 

shafts on ropes and rope ladders:

Yes, when I was a kid and the mines were open then, they weren’t plugged 
and in my teens we were going down shafts on a rope ladders and ropes and in 
one case we got down to a place called Warren Well at Newdowns Head at St 
Agnes. We got down to the sea cave at the bottom and that was probably about 
150 feet. That was a hard rock shaft, but when the tide was in the waves would 
come into the cave and close the entrance of the cave and we had a blast of air 
up the shaft that would roll up the rope ladder. It didn’t lift us, but it would roll 
up any rope that was below you and brought up any gravel and stone with it. 
They went up past you and the waves subsided and the gravel and stone would 
come down past you again. It was reasonably safe and we had cap lamps.  

In 1979, a survey of disused mineshafts in the Carrick district, in which 

St Agnes is situated, counted 2,538 mineshafts. These posed a risk to the 

general public, as well as dogs and other animals that ventured into under-

growth. When government funding became available in the early 1980s, 

Carrick District Council launched Operation Minecap, a two-year capping 

programme running from 1983 to 1984, to make the shafts safe. An adapted 

capping device was used that allowed bats, a protected species, access to their 

roosts underground (Orange 2012: 250).  

Clive felt that the potential risk had been overstated:

You can understand if you drop a stone and you start counting and you think 
gee-whiz! After 15 seconds you think you’ve got a 300-foot mine shaft here 
and you might want to cap it, but these little grills appear everywhere, and you 
think surely there wasn’t anything actually there that was a problem. But I don’t 
know what their remit was. They might have been told anything that resembles 
a shaft put a cap on it. 

Wheal Kitty

Wheal Kitty tin mine operated on the cliff s above Trevaunance Cove in St 

Agnes until 1930. After purchasing the site in 1997, Carrick District Council 

restored the engine house and the site today now operates as a small industrial 

estate, the Wheal Kitty Workshops. The guidebook writers Kenneth Brown 

and Bob Acton commented that the hard landscaping and car parking around 

the Workshops had ‘totally destroyed’ Wheal Kitty’s mining character (2002: 

n.p.), but walking around the site, various local businesses were clearly at-

tempting to make a success of their operations, including the local radio sta-

tion Heart FM and the environmental charity Surfers Against Sewage. 

I was at Wheal Kitty to meet Roger Radcliff e, who at the time worked 

for Carrick District Council and had been involved in the redevelopment of 
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the site. After meeting in the car park, we walked to the northern edge of 

the car park and then went through a gap in the hedge that was marked by 

boulders, traffi  c cones and traffi  c signs as well as a handpainted wooden sign 

that read, in pink paint, ‘LOONEY TUNES’. 

A footpath led to a set of concrete dressing fl oors that were painted 

with graffi  ti. Teenagers were skateboarding. More yellow traffi  c cones, blue 

string and notices demarcated the edges of the fl oors: ‘Be Nice We Are’ one 

notice said. A small caravan was parked nearby with a plastic table and chair 

set outside the door, presumably someone living off -grid. We then con-

tinued down the footpath and through a large expanse of mine waste, red 

‘dunes’ that were marked by the tracks of off -road bikes. The dumps were 

surrounded by rough ground that was punctuated by rusting barbed wire, 

scrap metal and mine shafts, one with a conical grill. It was a relatively barren 

area, aside from some clumps of gorse. Roger led the way to two memorial 

benches set next to the coast path overlooking Trevaunance Cove.

I started my recorder and begin the interview: ‘It’s Thursday the 29th 

of May 2008 and we’re overlooking Trevaunance Cove up at Wheal Kitty. 

Hello Roger.’ Roger began by telling me about his relationship with St 

Agnes: 

Figure 2.2. View of Wheal Kitty, Cornwall, United Kingdom. © H. Orange
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I’m the fi fth generation of Radcliff es to live in St Agnes. I live on the outskirts 
of the village and I grew up at Wheal Kitty … Wheal Kitty was really where 
I had a tremendous childhood and we were just wild up here really. We ran 
wild, we enjoyed the place for what it was – a whole collection of abandoned 
mine workings which was just great for playing war and doing all sorts of things. 
So as kids one of the fi rst things my mother did when we moved up to Wheal 
Kitty was to ask the local boys to show us all the mine shafts. I think the logic 
there was if we knew where they were then we would know where to be wary. 

… 

As kids we just played around here and had tremendous fun, and it was just part 
of an enormous playground that included the beach below. Today there are 
very few children that are allowed to use it in the way that we used it. Parents 
seem to be a lot more wary about letting their children run wild. 

We paused to say ‘Hello’ to a walker and their dog and then I asked Roger: 

‘What has changed here?’ Unexpectedly, he started talking about the benches 

that we were sat on and I realized why he had brought me to this spot:

Seats, these damn seats! I really feel that we’re trying to turn a lot of this land-
scape into a park and there’s an awful example just down below us at Down 
Quay Gardens and it was somebody’s bright idea, they’re just misguided in my 
view. They seem to feel that providing seats is a good thing. More than that 
people like the idea of having memorials so this one is in memory of Mrs P … 
So we’ve got two things happening. It’s turning what is a fairly wild edge of 
land, that’s been tipped upon and turned over by mining, and has real natural 
character into something that has patio slabs in front of it and it’s become a 
mixture of a park and a graveyard because we’ve got these memorials. 

I just fi nd it depressing in two ways. I’m enjoying the seat right now and I’m 
grateful to sit down … but I do object to the number. They’re about every 50 
yards … I gather that the Improvements Committee and the local Council now 
actually looks after well over 130 seats. If you total up all the patio slabs and you 
were to patio over a piece of Cornwall with them all in one lump, you’d need 
planning consent. It would be a major planning application, or a very signifi cant 
one in a local context. So that’s one thing I dislike, well-intentioned gardening 
projects that are really impinging upon the natural environment. I do object to 
that. So that’s one change.

Roger had a point about the benches. From our position on the cliff s, clus-

ters of benches were visible in the cove. A short distance inland from the 

beach, I could see the stone benches in Down Quay Gardens, a paved pub-

lic space with fl owerbeds and some heritage interpretation boards. Looking 

westwards, following the coast path up the side of the valley, more benches 

were strung out. I knew that other benches continued further along the coast 

path, out of sight, but also positioned to overlook the sea. Benches have be-

come an increasingly common feature in British parks and leisure locations 

(Maddrell 2013: 513) and as Williams (2017) has pointed out, memorial 

benches are often placed ‘where the dead can acquire the best views out … 
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and where the living can too “share” this experience’. However, for Roger, 

they were an unwelcome intrusion into a ‘fairly wild edge of land’. 

Discussion 

At Wheal Kitty, the postindustrial wild, as I am calling it, is a vestige that 

has survived due to its location on the edge of the village. Shoard (2000) has 

discussed the ‘edgelands’ and the ‘promise’ they off er for children, travel-

lers, businesses, artists and others. In Cornwall, mines were engaged with as 

a form of common land that had freedoms of use, ranging from the func-

tional (the dumping of waste) to the exploratory and the creative (play, the 

scavenging materials and the curating of mineral collections). Listening to 

my interviewees discuss their experiences, I am reminded of Shane Mead-

ows’ fi lm This Is England (2006). Set in a Midlands town in 1983 against 

the backdrop of the Falklands War, the fi lm portrays the indenture of an 

eleven-year-old boy into a skinhead gang and follows the gang’s explora-

tions around various derelict sites. Meadows’ depiction touches on the no-

tion of the nonconformist child as well as the child being somehow closer 

to nature (Nyack 2016). In contrast, however, I gained no sense that those 

playing on mines in Cornwall or indeed dumping rubbish on them were 

operating outside social norms. These were land habits, forms of bodily 

engagement that were once common. Waterton writes that nonrepresen-

tational theories ‘signal an intent to take very seriously the ways in which 

our bodies participate in the world that surrounds us’ (2013: 67) and it is 

through such repeated movements that the body (and the mind) develops 

an attachment to place (Seamon 2014). 

In relating their encounters and experiences, the word that was repeated 

was ‘wild’. Various authors have previously set out the case that such transi-

tional, liminal spaces, often found on the edges of settlements, are an impor-

tant childhood resource. Keil (2005) has considered industrial fallow land in 

Germany, where wild urban woodlands are adventure sites for children who, 

unburdened by adult supervision, fi nd a freedom of movement. When and 

where spatial codes are relaxed (Cloke and Jones 2005: 317), such land also 

provides adults with ‘forms of alternative public life’ (Edensor 2005b: 21). 

As a local descriptor of bodily experience, I fi nd the ‘wild’ interesting 

for two reasons. First, it signifi es something of the reciprocity that connects 

the body and the environment. As Michael Carolan (2008) has suggested, 

we think with our bodies, in that our understandings of space are infl uenced 

by our embodied interactions with the environment. In Roger Radcliff e’s 

words, the land was wild and he, as a child, ran wild, away from adult gaze. 

The body and the landscape were at this time constituted together by a certain 
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freedom, namely a reduction in regulation and surveillance. There is a boy-

hood bravado at their perceived lack of risk, but the boys succeeded in keep-

ing themselves and each other safe. Keeping safe, Joy Parr suggests, is a matter 

of ‘tuned bodily practice’, especially in ‘risky environments, made dangerous 

by the presence of potentially toxic technologies’ (2010: 14) – or, in this case, 

the dangers of rock and cliff  fall: the land itself had inherent dangers. 

Second, the ‘wild’ circumvents any negativity implied by the words 

‘abandonment’, ‘neglect’, ‘wasteland’, ‘dereliction’ and ‘ruin’ as well as any 

suggestion that industrial remains belong to diffi  cult pasts that need to be 

remembered (or forgotten) for their association with economic and social 

decline, poor working conditions and labour exploitation (Cooper 2005: 

167; Trinder 2000: 39–41). To Grunenberg, dereliction is synonymous with 

‘danger, delinquency, ugliness and disorder’ (1997: 195) and in due course 

derelict sites can become a ‘locus horribilus’ within which a range of devi-

ant acts can take place by ‘undesirable’ people.  Dereliction can be a sign 

for waste, signifying an anti-social present and perhaps more importantly an 

uncertain future. However, through my interviewees’ eyes, these were not 

diffi  cult or problem areas that needed to be fi xed; this was all the children 

and teenagers had known. 

Perhaps one key diff erence is that mining areas in Cornwall were per-

ceived and were used as land, not ruin. Edensor has written that: ‘The ruin 

feels very diff erent to smoothed over urban space, rebukes the unsensual 

erasure of multiple tactilities, smells, sounds and sights’ (2007: 227, emphasis 

in original). I fi nd it diffi  cult to conceive of the Cornish mining landscape 

as ‘ruin’, as the word evokes feelings of claustrophobia, of walls, smothered 

sound, dark interiors and restricted movement. Rather, I suggest that in such 

postindustrial landscapes – without many walls and boundaries and open to 

the sky – it is the surface of the land that feels wild and unruly. 

In closely examining surfaces, I also reject any notion that these sites 

have been ‘themeparked’ or ‘Disneyfi ed’. Taken literally, ‘Disneyfi cation’/

‘themeparking’ would result in the land being surfaced anew with tarmac, 

paving, clipped grass and fl owerbeds around fast-food franchises and enter-

tainment complexes. Botallack and Wheal Kitty are not like that. Indeed, 

at Botallack, the wild is curated by the National Trust when they maintain 

the semi-hostile surfacing of the paths (for visitor safety). The wild does not 

mean that these landscapes are in any sense ‘natural’ or unchanged or that 

bodily engagements with them have not changed accordingly. Change came 

from the 1980s onwards, the decade within which the Cornish tin mining 

industry fully deindustrialized. Heritage, however, is only partly implicated 

in the changes that have occurred to these places. The removal of mine heaps 

and large amounts of rubbish as well as the mine-capping were also con-
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sequent to improvements in technology and concerns over environmental 

management and rehabilitation, public safety and economics. The result is 

certainly a more leisure-orientated landscape that is safer for both residents 

and visitors. The land is also fl atter and smoother. The rubbish and debris 

have gone, features have continued eroding to the ground, whether from 

human and nonhuman interventions, weather or gravity, the small stuff  is 

kicked and trampled underfoot, and the mine heaps have been truncated or 

shaved from the surface. While it is diffi  cult to criticize ‘Operation Minecap’ 

on safety grounds, the eff ect of the capping was not only to prohibit explora-

tion, but to also seal off  the interface between the surface and the subsurface. 

The mines no longer ‘breathed’ as teenagers no longer swung on ropes, as 

Roger Radcliff e explained:

The way in which the land used to breathe is something you don’t see anymore, 
which is quite interesting. In cold weather the moist warm air used to come up 
from the mine shafts and you could see the ground breathe. You could see the 
workings issuing forth this little delicate haze of moist air coming from under-
ground, meaning that the warmer air rising out of the mines could be seen in 
certain conditions. 

Ultimately, along with the resurfacing, some of the verticality in the mining 

landscape has been reduced in both directions towards ground level, and 

features that acted as powerful visual reminders of mining are now highly 

modifi ed or absent. When bodies can no longer access the adits, tunnels, 

hollows and workings, imagination and interpretation are now needed to 

‘think down’ to what lies beneath the surfaces of these mine sites and, in 

turn, certain kinds of bodily engagement, once common in the 1960s and 

1970s, have largely disappeared.  

Conclusion 

In this chapter, I have shown how local people engaged bodily with the sur-

faces of Cornish mining land. The aim was to provide a nuanced discussion 

on postindustrial landscape, one that moves beyond iconic ruined structures 

to look instead more deeply at surface–body relations from a more-than-

representational perspective. 

These examples of life on the surfaces of mines show how place and 

bodies were caught up in reciprocal arrangements in the 1960s and 1970s. 

Local men who played on these sites in their youth, used the word ‘wild’ 

to describe a relationality of experience, from the present to the past. Wild-

ness meant certain bodily freedoms and opportunities, before interventions 

were carried out for various reasons that led to more regulated and fl attened 
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landscapes. Heritage was seen by some as an intruding form of human cul-

ture while industry had become naturalized. The postindustrial wild refl ects 

a local perspective on everyday experience of place that carries with it senses 

of matter being in and out of place, home, identity and belonging.

In conclusion, deindustrialized landscapes are not static entities. As land 

and bodies shift and move new surfaces, new opportunities appear or cease 

to be, linked to generational change. Dewsbury has noted that more-than-

representational theory has a characteristic presentism (2009: 322). In con-

trast, the postindustrial wild largely belonged to one generation in Cornwall. 

It denotes a kind of landscape and set of bodily experiences that were to-

gether for a relatively short space of time, an embodied history (Parr 2010) 

conditioned by the circumstances of gender, time and place. The skate-

boarders and caravan dwellers at Wheal Kitty are almost, but not quite, out 

of place in the village’s creeping-outward urbanization and gentrifi cation. 

However, one diff erence is that there are no children in Cornwall today 

who have seen a working Cornish tin mine. Time, of course, will move on 

and these postindustrial places will become something else entirely.  

Hilary Orange is an archaeologist specializing in industrial heritage and 

the contemporary past, particularly on deindustrialization and the heritage 
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