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ABSTRACT

A search through the Mining Journal, the British equivalent of Revista Minera, for the years 1845 to 1925 has
revealed that nearly 650 British-based companies were formed to open mines in Spain and Portugal. Some of these
mining companies were small operations with a short life, but others, the majority located in Andalucia and the
Bilbao area, became well-established companies. The identified companies were then cross-referenced with Board
of Trade records in the National Archives at Kew, London to establish if, i) the company was formally registered,
and ii) to determine if a Board of Trade file existed for that company. This article outlines the mining archives that
are accessible in the United Kingdom and the type of material that can be accessed on the Internet by Spanish and
Portuguese mining historians, using examples mainly from Andalucia.
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RESUMEN

A través de una búsqueda realizada en la revista Mining Journal, el equivalente a la española Revista Minera,
durante los años 1845 a 1925 se ha puesto de manifiesto que durante ese tiempo se formaron casi 650 compañías
británicas para abrir minas en España y Portugal. Algunas de ellas fueron compañías pequeñas, de vida corta, pero
otras, localizadas fundamentalmente en Andalucía y Bilbao, llegaron a ser empresas bien establecidas. La informa-
ción de estas empresas se ha cruzado con los registros de empresas del Archivo Nacional en Kew (Londres) para
determinar si 1) la compañía se registró formalmente, y 2) si existía algún tipo de archivo en el registro nacional.
En este artículo se proporciona la información acerca de los archivos mineros que están accesibles en el Reino Unido
y sobre el tipo de material que está disponible en Internet por historiadores españoles y portugueses, utilizando
para ello ejemplos fundamentalmente de Andalucía.

PALABRAS CLAVE: Fuentes archivísticas inglesas, minería, España, Andalucía.

INTRODUCTION

British mining companies have mined the mineral
wealth of the Iberian Peninsula since the mid-19th

century. They have worked a variety of minerals
including gold in Galicia, tin in the Spanish / Portuguese
border region, the iron deposits of the Bilbao area, the
lead and copper deposits of central and south-west
Spain and the Sierra Morena, and iron along the
Mediterranean coastline at Marbella and Almeria, and
inland near Granada. Not surprisingly, a vast amount of
mining information lies deposited in various British
archives and libraries, and in publications not readily
available outside the United Kingdom. Local archives
frequently contain the records of engineering

companies that supplied machinery to those mining
companies, for use in Spain and Portugal. As more
archival databases become available for scrutiny on the
Internet, it is often difficult for the historian to keep
pace with these developments so it is the intention
within this paper to provide details on what is available,
and suggests how to access this data on the Internet,
and give some indication of the type of material that is
available. 

MINING PERIODICALS FOR SOURCE INFORMATION

The Mining Journal (and Commercial Gazette) is the
United Kingdom’s principal source of historical mining
information. It was established in 1835 and is still being
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Figure 1. The start of a company’s formation. Registration. A listing
from the 1871 Mining Journal for the Gitana Lead Mining and Smel-
ting Company Ltd. Even the Mining Journal can contain errors. James
Sopwith junior should be Thomas Sopwith junior.
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Figure 2. Prospectus for the Anglo-Spanish Silver-Lead Mining Company Ltd, Badajoz taken from the Mining Journal 1872 January 22nd, p. 70. The prospectus provides
a description of both the objectives of the company and basic information about the mine.



published weekly. The information it contains on
specific mining companies is variable; from simple
letters from shareholders who express comment on the
performance of a particular company, through to
detailed accounts of mining operations. 

The formation of a company can be advertised in
several ways. A new company may initially be mentioned
in an article extolling how good a particular mining area is.
This is usually followed a few weeks later by an entry in
‘Registration of New Companies’, for example the Gitana
Lead Mining and Smelting Company Limited (see Figure 1)
from the Linares area. A full company prospectus may
also be published, for example Anglo-Spanish Silver-Lead
Mining Company Ltd (see Figure 2) at Badajoz, and in
some cases covering several pages.

Once mining operations have commenced, the mine
manager may send in progress reports. These may be on
a monthly basis, but the reporting of the Linares mines
managed by John Taylors and Sons are superb, with very
detailed reports being published every two weeks,
which for the Linares Lead Mining Company spans a
period of nearly 60 years! An example of one of these
reports is shown in Figure 3. The reports will usually
comment on the progress (or non-progress) of mining
operations both on the surface and underground. 

By law, a company must hold an Annual Meeting
(Farrar 1930, 329) and these are also reported on, some

can be very detailed, with comments on the profits and
losses of a company. Notifications prior meetings are
usually placed in the Mining Journal, an example is
shown in Figure 4.

The Mining Journal (or Mining Communications as it
is now known) does have an accessible database for
their more recent articles (http://www.mining-
journal.com). The North of England Institute of Mining
and Mechanical Engineers have recently completed a
project to put a searchable database of Mining Journal
topics on the Internet, and this can be found at:
http://www.mininginstitute.org.uk.

The Mining World (and Engineering Record) was
published from 1872 to 1962 and contains similar
material to the Mining Journal. However, it may carry
additional articles and mining reports to that published
in the Mining Journal.

The British Newspaper Library at Colindale, north
London has a complete collection of the Mining Journal
and Mining World. The Mining Journal can also be found
at Birmingham and Hanley Libraries in the West
Midlands of England as well as in the libraries of The
National Coal Mining Museum for England, Wakefield,
West Yorkshire, and the North of England Institute of
Mining and Mechanical Engineers at Newcastle upon
Tyne.
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Figure 3. A Linares Lead Mining Company Ltd. fortnightly report taken from the 1871 Mining Journal. The
report provides detailed information on all the working points in the mine.

Figure 4. A Notice regarding a forthcoming meeting of the Alami-
llos Company taken from the Mining Journal (1891).

Figure 5. The company seal of the Linares Lead Mining Company
redrawn from a paper embossment in the company file in the
National Archives. Later seals for all companies tended to be stan-
dardised and unimaginative.



ARCHIVAL SOURCES

Board of Trade Records at the National Archives,
London and Scotland

A detailed examination of the Mining Journal from
1845 to 1925 has identified about 650 mining companies
that were formed in the United Kingdom, predominantly
in the 19th century, to work mines in Spain. Those mining
companies were registered with the Board of Trade, the
British Government’s Department for regulating
commercial enterprise in England and Wales. When a
company became defunct, the files relating to that
company were closed and eventually deposited in the
National Archives at Kew, London (Anon 2006). 

Before 1844, mining companies were usually
composed of wealthy speculators who formed
partnerships. 

In 1844 the Joint Stock Companies Registration and
Regulation Act provided the foundation for modern
company law in the UK. It made the distinction between
private partnerships and those companies that issued
freely transferable stock / shares in that company. It
also required companies that issued stock to be
registered and retain information relating to the
companies activities, shareholders and finance. The
Andalusian Mining Association was one of the first
mining companies with Spanish interests to be formed
under the new regulations (1845 Mining Journal, July
12th, page 348).

This Act was strengthened further in 1856 with the
introduction of Limited Liabilities (Ltd.) for company
shareholders (Anon, 2006).

Prior to being deposited to the National Archives the
company files were preened and it can often be ‘hit or
miss’ as to what information is retained in the files.
However, the files contain a wealth of information
pertinent to British mining endeavors worldwide, and
are an important archive. Company files are kept in
three main categories under the reference coding BT31,
BT41 and BT34 (Anon 2006).

Files with the prefix BT41 contain the records of
mining companies formed between 1844 and 1856. The
files may contain the names and addresses of the mining
company, promoters, officials; a company prospectus;
details of capital; share allocations and balance sheets.
In practice the information in the files is variable. The
file for the Guadalcanal Silver Mining Association
(BT41/279/1605), for example contains just a list of
Directors, whilst that for the Linares Lead Mining
Company (BT41/361/2049) provides a detailed record of
company finance over a number of years. Occasionally
documents can be found embossed with the official
company seal, like the example from the Linares Lead
Mining Company file reproduced in Figure 5.

BT31 is the prefix for companies registered and
subsequently dissolved under the 1856 and later
Companies Acts and forms the bulk of company material
in the National Archives. Retained information includes
the Memorandum and Articles of Association, the
constitution of the company, statement of capital,
directors, annual returns including finance and a list of
shareholders. The latter can be very useful as it shows
the level of support a company has.  

Until the introduction of the Companies (Winding-Up)
Act 1890 it was not a requirement for companies to file
Liquidators accounts. Files prefixed BT34 contain
Liquidators accounts for the period 1890 to 1932. After
1932 the Liquidators accounts can be found in the BT31
files. Further documents relating to the winding-up of a
company may be found in Court Records with the prefix
J. However, the J files may only a copy of the formal
notice placed in the London Gazette, the official
newspaper of record in the United Kingdom (Anon,
2006).

The National Archives database can be searched for
BT41 and BT31 files. The database Internet address is:
http://www.nationalarchives.gov.uk/catalogues.

The database provides a files reference number and
the year the company was formed. For example, the
Marbella Iron Ore Company Limited has the reference
number BT31/30809/5881 and was formed in 1871. The
number 5881 is the unique number of the company in
the Board of Trade register; the number 30809 refers to
the box that contains the file, and BT31 is the file
classification. There is also a further reference for this
particular company, J107/262 that relates to the
winding-up of the company. These are no company
formation dates listed in the database for BT41 files. 

For visitors to the National Archives it is possible to
reserve documents via the Internet prior to the visit. 

Scotland had its own system of registering companies
and some mining records are available in the Scottish
Record Office at Edinburgh. There is also a searchable
database on the Internet at http://www.nas.gov.uk.
The Scottish Record Office uses a prefix of BT2 for its
company files. The Linares Zinc Mining Company
Limited that worked at Teruel has the reference
BT2/691. It was formed in 1876 and was dissolved in
1881.

OTHER DATABASES ON THE INTERNET

National Library of Wales, Aberystwyth

There are very few references to Spanish mining in
the National Library of Wales. However the Herbert
family of Powys were involved with both the
Guadalcanal and Rio Tinto mines in the early 1700s, and
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letters referring to these mines do exist in this archive.
The searchable database can be found on the National
Library’s Internet site: http://www.llgc.org.uk and it is
possible to print off full transcripts of material in the
archives. 

Access to Archives

The Access to Archives is a powerful search engine
that interrogates the databases of regional archive
offices and institutions throughout England. The main
catalogue is available on http://www.a2a.org.uk. This
database is being added to constantly as more archive
collections are added. 

National Register of Archives

The National Register of Archives was one of the first
archival databases to go on the Internet. It can be found
on: http://www.nationalarchives.gov.uk/nra.

London Gazette

The London, Edinburgh, and Belfast Gazettes are the
official newspapers of record in the United Kingdom.
Official notices relating to companies, for example
Extra-ordinary General Meetings, and winding-up
notices to formally dissolve a company, are published in
the Gazette. The London Gazette is probably the most
relevant of the three publications. There is a searchable
database, using the archives link that goes as far back
as 1752. The Internet address is: http://www.gazettes-
online.co.uk and an exact copies of the relevant
Gazette page is produced in *.pdf format. An example is
shown in Figure 6.

EXAMPLES FROM ANDALUCIAN MINING AREAS

The operations of the Rio Tinto and Tharsis
companies, working the pyrite deposits of Huelva
Province are well documented thanks to a good
distribution of archival material in both Britain and
Spain. However, the remainder of Andalucia is also rich
in minerals, and other British companies exploited
them, and there is archival and published material on
many of those companies (Vernon, 2003).

Jaen: Linares / La Carolina

John Taylor and Sons, and Thomas Sopwith junior,
both from renowned mining families, established a
number of profitable companies at Linares and the
success of their companies attracted other British
investors to the area. The Centenillo Silver Lead Mines
(established in 1886) near La Carolina is just one other
example. 

The Taylor’s initially established three companies,
Linares Lead Mining (1851), La Fortuna (1855) and
Alamillos (1862). Regular reports in the Mining Journal
helped to give this trio of companies publicity and
enhance their reputations as well run profitable
companies. So successful were the three companies, it
prompted the editor of Mining World to refer to them as
‘drops of comfort’ (Anon, 1884).

The La Fortuna Company had its own lead smelter at
Linares. The ore from the other two Taylor’s companies
however was sent by rail to the Linares Lead Mining
Company’s smelter at Cordoba, closer to fuel supplied
from the Belmez coalfield. Duncan Shaw who managed
the Cordoba smelter tried unsuccessfully to float
several companies in the Bailen area (1873 and 1875), in
the extreme southwest of the Linares ore field. Two
other Taylor’s companies at Linares, the Buena Ventura
(1878) and Spanish Mining Properties (1900) were not as
successful. 

Thomas Sopwith junior established The Spanish Lead
Company in 1864. Financially supported by his father
(who famously managed mines in the Alston area of
northern England) and the Beaumont-Blackett family,
the mines and smelter at La Tortilla became one of the
most successful Linares operations. In 1880 the financial
tethers of the Beaumont-Blackett’s were severed and
the company was re-floated as T. Sopwith and Company.
Despite Thomas Sopwith junior’s accidental death in
1898 the company continued until 1907 when it was
reconstructed and floated in France as the Sociéte des
Anciens Établissements Sopwith. During his stay at
Linares, Sopwith floated two Gitana companies (1871
and 1876) and was also the British Vice-Consulate. 

The National Archives at London contain files on all
these companies, some very detailed. However whereas
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Figure 6. The official announcement indicating that the
Garrucha Iron Mining Company is going into liquidation
taken from London Gazette 2nd October, 1903, p. 19.



John Taylor’s activities at Linares are widely reported
with regular reports in the Mining Journal and
elsewhere, Thomas Sopwith junior published very little
about his mining operations. However there are
secondary sources to compensate, and the diaries (in
private hands) of Thomas Sopwith senior record how the
company started. Other archival sources describe how
the mining operations of the Sopwith Company went
into decline. Despite Sopwith being a British Vice-
Consulate at Linares, very little correspondence about
Sopwith remains in the British Foreign Office archives
also lodged at Kew. Amazingly the official Vice-
Consulate seals with which all official documents were
stamped still remain!   

Cordoba: Cerro Muriano/Espiel

The Sierra Morena to the north and west of the City
of Cordoba is heavily mineralised. British mining
involvement in the area was relatively small during most
of the 19th century. However the formation of the
Cordova Exploration Company Ltd in 1897 brought
significant British involvement into the area. The
Company was primarily formed to explore a lead
prospect, Minas Mayo Segundo, but as it happened they
discovered copper ore. The principal shareholders were
all from northeast England, Donaldson Cruddas and
Andrew Noble, ordnance makers from the Elswick
Works, Newcastle upon Tyne, and Walter Scott and
Richard Esholt Carr, of the Bede Metal and Chemical
Company Ltd, Hebburn, County Durham. 

By 1903 a new company had been formed, Cerro
Muriano Mines Ltd, to take over the prospect. Carr was
a director along with Messrs. Alfred Fellows, William
Frecheville and John Taylor. The John Taylor family
sensing a good venture held nearly 4% of the share issue.
John Power, the manager of Sopwith’s at Linares, also
bought 1000 shares in the Company. 

A short-lived attempt was made in 1906 to draw further
capital into the area with the formation of the North
Cerro Muriano Mines, Ltd. to work a lode adjacent to the
Cerro Muriano mine. The Taylor’s and Carr, who by this
time was British Vice-Consulate, were directors of the
new company that was wound up in 1911. 

At the Cerro Muriano mine there was substantial
investment with the purchase of a new duplex pumping
engine in 1905. By August 1908 however, both the Cerro
Muriano companies were amalgamated as the Cordoba
Copper Company Ltd (Figure 7) but still under the
Taylor’s management and Carr’s directorship. After
selling the mines to a Spanish mining company in the
early 1920s, the released capital was used to purchase
several copper mines in India and the company was
restructured as the Indian Copper Corporation in July
1924.

The Cerro Muriano mining companies are well
documented both in the Mining Journal and in the
National Archives. The BT31 files contain mining
reports, including mine sett plans and company
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Figure 8. Two sources provide information on the San Rafael Shaft pumping engine at
Cerro Muriano. The illustration is from the Mining Journal and the data regarding the
engine are from the Hathorn Davey Archives, Leeds.

Figure 7. Flow chart showing the various British mining companies at Cerro
Muriano, Cordoba.



accounts. The monthly outputs are also regularly
recorded in the Mining Journal as well as reports on the
Annual General Meetings. The Mining Journal records
the purchase and the installation of a duplex steam
engine by the Cerro Muriano Mining Company Ltd., from
the engineering company, Hathorn Davey of Leeds, West
Yorkshire, England. At the Regional Record Office in
Leeds there are still records relating to this engine,
including the original order, costing and subsequent
maintenance. The plans of the engine may also still
exist, but they are in a large collection of plans awaiting
classification. Information about the engine is shown in
Figure 8.

The engine house, on the San Rafael Shaft, still exists
close to the main road at Cerro Muriano. When I first
visited the site in the 1970s, it was in open country, but
now the area is built up. The engine house is shown in
Figure 9.

The antimony mine at Espiel, Cordoba was owned
between 1902 and 1913 by another chain of British
companies. The Spanish Mining and Exploration
Company Ltd. originally acquired the lease for the mine
in 1902. Later the same year the lease was transferred
to Santa Sofia Antimony Mines Ltd. The following year,

1903, the lease was bought by the Andalusian Antimony
Mines Ltd. Finally in 1907 the mine was acquired by
Espiel Antimony Mines Ltd. that had ceased operations
in 1912, before finally being wound-up in 1913.  

The Espiel mine is hardly mentioned in the Mining
Journal, but the BT31 files in the National Archive
contains copies of the various Agreements and mining
reports (Figure 10) and a prospectus, including a
laboratory report on ore analysis. 

Almeria and Granada

Deposits of iron occur throughout much of Almeria
Province. Along with predominantly Spanish and French
companies, British companies worked those deposits in
the late 19th and early 20th century. Two main railway
lines dominated the area. The Granada line running to
Almeria, and the Baza to Aguilas line, of the Great
Southern of Spain Railway Company Ltd. Both railway
lines terminated at substantial loading piers at Almeria
and El Hornillo, Aguilas. British companies designed the
piers and both still survive. 

The Alquife haematite deposits in Granada Province
were worked about 1900 by a consortium of the Coltness
Iron Company and the Millom and Askam Iron Ore
Company. The main railway connecting the mine with
the loading pier at Almeria is about 100kms long. The
last 12km is a branch line to the mine built by the
Alquife Mines and Railway Company Ltd. The Alquife
mining operations had close ties with haematite mining
companies in Cumbria and the archives at Barrow-in-
Furness, Cumbria hold numerous reports about Alquife
in the Hart Jackson and Son’s Collection.

Elsewhere in Almeria, Spanish companies
predominantly operated the majority of the iron mines
with occasional British company activity. Examples
include the Almeria Iron Ore Company, Almeria Mines,
Bacares Iron Ore Mines, Gergal Railway and Mines
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Figure 9. The San Rafael Shaft engine house that once contained the Hathorn Davey
engine. The photograph was taken in 2004.

Figure 10. A mine plan of the Santa Sofia antimony mine. It forms part of a mining
report in the Andalucian Antinomy Mines Ltd file in the National Archives at Kew,
London.



Company, Garrucha Iron Mining Company and the
Alhamilla Mining Company. 

In the northeast of Almeria Province, the rich silver
lead mines of the Sierra Almagrera attracted minimal
British interest. The Sierra Almagrera Mining Company
formed in 1872, is one example. Other British
Companies were formed to operate the lead smelting
plants, for example, the Villaricos Silver Lead Mining
and Smelting Company and the Vera Smelting Company.
The Aguilas Smelting Company was formed to re-smelt
the silver rich slag left from Roman smelting operations.
However all these companies were short lived and apart
from the BT31 files in the National Archives, there is
very little information available on their operations.

CONCLUSION

The period from the 1860s to the 1900s has been
described as Spain’s ‘golden age’ of mining (González,
2001). This statement is based on the high tonnages
being produced by Spanish metal mines. Prior to this
period in 1849 there was a relaxation in regulations
relating to the importation of machinery and changes to
trading tariffs (Anon, 1849). These are all factors that
encouraged foreign investment in Spain and this was
followed soon after by significant investment in
Portugal. 

The Board of Trade Records at the National Archives,
Kew, London and contemporary mining press contain a
vast amount of information relating to British mining
operation on the Iberian Peninsula. Those companies are
just as much a part of Spanish and Portuguese mining

history as other foreign investors from France and
Germany. By writing this article I hope I have
demonstrated how it is possible to build up virtually a
complete picture of a mining companies history, and
have given to mining historians in Spain and Portugal an
indication of the variety of mining information that lies
in the various libraries and archives throughout the
United Kingdom, and the preparatory work that can be
done by consulting databases on the Internet.
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