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Report on the Darkhill Ironworks  
 

by Keith Webb     (11,200 words) 

  

Dedicated to Alec Pope who died 16
th
 January 2002. Alec spent much of his life 

drawing attention to the importance of Darkhill.     

 

During the late 1970s several digs were carried out at the Darkhill Ironworks site at 

Gorsty Knoll Nr. Coleford, Gloucestershire. The intention of this report is to bring 

together material from the various reports that were written as a result of those 

digs, into one uniform report that may assist future generations to go further in 

their search for information about the site. My only qualification to undertake this 

report is the time and commitment I have put into writing it. I have tried to follow 

the kind of format that would be expected after an archaeological dig. 

 

Some of the reports that I quote, are not of a standard for publication. Some reports 

consulted contain inaccuracies or preconceived prejudices. An attempt has been 

made to eliminate aspects that are not appropriate. Considerable editing has been 

required which I hope has not threatened the integrity of the information. In some 

instances the only copies available of some reports are very pale copies of copied 

draft reports. None of the final versions can be found. I will attempt to avoid my 

own report ending up the same way.  

 

The biggest source of material that I consulted are the late Stan Coates Papers on 

Darkhill which are lodged at the Dean Heritage Museum Trust, at Camp Mill, 

Soudley, Nr Cinderford in the Forest of Dean, Gloucestershire. The same Papers 

are freely available to all researchers at the museum by prior appointment.  Mr 

Coates‟ papers include reports and letters from W. K. V. Gale, an historian of the 

Iron and Steel industry and who visited the excavations has many books to his 

credit.  

 

The list of reports consulted include reports by Mr P. Isaac MA who was the 

archaeologist on site for the digs during 1977 to 1979. Reports by a Mr Jeff 

Nicholls, of Hay-on-Wye, who was asked by  Mr P R White, Inspector of Ancient 

Monuments English Heritage to write up a report on the site after written criticism 

(Stan Coates Papers) had been made, concerning P. Isaac‟s reports.  

A Mr R. F. Tylecote visited the site in 1980. He was the editor of the Historic 

Metallurgical Society‟s journal and a copy of his report is amongst the Papers held 

by the Museum.  
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There are also a number of draft reports in Stan Coates collection which are 

unsigned and undated that were evidently prompted by the digs going on at that 

time. In my own papers there is a 1967 Extract, by Dr Cyril Hart OBE, from a 

Historical Metallurgy Society Report on the Darkhill Iron Works and the Forest 

Steel Works. Many of Dr Hart‟s Papers are lodged with the Gloucester Records 

Office. 

 

Each report writer has adopted his own Key numbers or letters, to identify each 

area to which their report refers. It was only when the correct Key diagram of the 

site was with the appropriate text could any progress be made to understanding 

what had been written by whom. Until very recently some of the reports had 

become separated from their Key maps.  

 

In this report it is my intention to use the Key letters displayed at the Darkhill site 

by Forest Enterprise.  Stan Coates initially drew it up for them for the 

interpretation board at the site. When it comes to locating more specific detailed 

areas in this report I will refer to the Key number maps initiated by Jeff Nicholls 

on plans drawn by Mr Paul Mudway, a surveyor for the Forestry Commission.  

 

A difficulty arises when using these two systems. Stan Coates has used his 

lettering to identify locations from south to north but Jeff Nicholls has used his 

identifying numbers from north to south. At this stage, rather than change one 

system or the other and thereby possibly introduce mistakes or confusion, I ask the 

reader to make the mental adjustments while using Jeff Nicholls numbers on Paul 

Mudway‟s plans One, Two and Three that should be viewed in conjunction with 

this report to make any sense of work already accomplished. The originals are A3 

in size, which became separated from Jeff Nicholl‟s report. To ensure maps remain 

part of this report A4 copies are an integral part of it, although A3 maps may be 

easier to follow. 

 

There are a number of photographs in Stan Coates‟s collection at the Dean 

Heritage Museum Trust. After publication of this report it is my intention to 

deposit my own large accumulated collection of photos, slides, maps and the 

papers that I have collected, to be held at the Dean Heritage Museum Trust. Not 

only for their safe keeping but to ensure their safe availability to any future 

researcher in the same way I was given access to the late Stan Coates Papers.  

 

There are other collections of papers on Darkhill in private hands that I have not 

been able to see. I hope that in the fullness of time these might be lodged with the 
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Dean Heritage Museum Trust too. I have not seen any drawing of artefacts or of 

detailed featured made at the time nor the Daily Report books of the digs as would 

be expected if archaeological practices had been followed. In this report I hope to 

follow what might be thought normal practices as far as I am able but the material 

available is limited. 
 

For this report the site breaks naturally down into three areas.  
 

1. The Lower Terrace, Areas “A” and “B” 

2. The Middle Terrace, Areas “C” and “D”. 

3. The Upper Terrace, Areas “E” to “L”. 
 

Preface 
 

Between 1977 & 1979 many months were devoted to the excavation and 

consolidation of the remains at the Dark Hill Ironworks on Crown land 

administered by the Forestry Commission. The work was sponsored by the Royal 

Forest of Dean Rotary Club and the Forestry Commission using local labour under 

a Manpower Services Commission Job Creation Scheme. To direct the work an 

archaeologist was employed as part of the same scheme and it is unfortunate that 

he was unable to provide reports on his work that was to the satisfaction of the 

Forestry Commission or the Inspector of Ancient Monuments. 

 

History 
 

David Mushet built Dark Hill Ironworks in 1818/19. David Mushet was born in 

Scotland in 1772 and went to work as an accountant at Clyde Iron Works, 

Glasgow, in 1792. From his earliest days at Clyde he was interested in the 

technicalities of ironmaking and he started a series of experiments which were to 

continue for the rest of his life. He was a pioneer of the scientific study of 

ironmaking, a process that at the time was conducted on an empirical basis. 

 

David Mushet left Scotland in 1805 and went to work at Alfreton Iron Works, 

Derbyshire, where he continued his researches until 1810, when he moved once 

more, this time to the Forest of Dean and went to live in “Tump House” now 

known as The Forest House Hotel, Coleford. In the same year he joined the 

partnership which was running Whitecliff blast furnace, near Coleford, but this 

arrangement did not last the year out. 

 

He continued his experiments in a barn (near “Tump House” demolished 1965) but 

in 1818/19 he built what was called an 'experimental furnace' at Dark Hill. This 

marked the beginning of the industrial activities on the site, which continued until 
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1847. In 1845 he transferred Dark Hill Iron Works to his three sons William, 

David and Robert in equal shares. Some improvements were made to the plant 

under the new partnership but the brothers were a quarrelsome trio and the 

arrangement was doomed from the start. 

 

David Mushet Snr died in 1847. Robert Forester Mushet, the youngest of David 

Mushet‟s sons, managing the Dark Hill property on behalf of himself and his 

brothers, recorded that owing to '...a disagreement between the partners' it had been 

decided to sell Dark Hill and some mining properties which David had also 

worked. Dark Hill and two coal mines were offered for sale on 13 July 1847 but 

not sold. 

 

An arrangement between the brothers was attempted, in which the iron, coal and 

brickmaking properties were divided, but this again was a failure. Dark Hill 

worked up to about the time of the sale but the blast furnace at least has been idle 

since 1847.  

 

In the year in which David died and the Dark Hill enterprise collapsed, Robert 

Mushet entered into partnership with a Birmingham merchant, RD Clare, and 

started the Forest Steel Works. The Upper Terrace at Darkhill was used for this 

purpose. The new company was styled R. Mushet and Co. It installed crucible 

furnaces and two tilt hammers and carried on a business making carbon steel. A 

small Bessemer converter was added in 1856, with a cupola to provide molten iron 

for it. 

 

Robert Mushet made crucible (or carbon) steel for sale and also produced some 

finished products, such as hammers and chisels, but by far the most important work 

he did at the Forest Steel Works was his long series of experiments on steel, most 

of which were carried out under conditions of great secrecy. In working behind 

closed doors Robert was probably well advised, but he left many problems for the 

historian. 

 

Robert Mushet experimented at length on the alloying of steel with various 

elements and he was, in fact, the first person in the world to produce true alloy 

steel, as we understand the term today. He also carried on some of the work of 

David, his father, in the production of an alloy of iron and manganese, which was 

to have very important consequences. David produced, from pulverised iron ore, 

manganese and charcoal, an alloy known as ferro manganese, for which there was 

little or no use at the time, but Robert made a variety known as spiegeleisen (from 

the German 'mirror iron', an allusion to its bright appearance) and used it most 
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effectively to solve one of Bessemer's early problems in his method of bulk steel 

making 

 

General Description 

 

The Darkhill Ironworks is sited on the north slope of a valley 1 1/2 miles SSE of 

Coleford in Gloucestershire, Grid Reference SO 590 087.  At its north edge is a 

tramway track, which used to operate between Milkwall and Parkend. To the south 

is the embankment of the Coleford to Parkend railway (Severn & Wye Railway, 

Coleford to Parkend branch) which was established after the industry at Dark Hill 

had ceased, but which, like the tramway to the north is no longer used.  

 

The land slopes down at first gently from the tramway and then more severely 

before it reaches the railway embankment, and the various structures on the site 

were built upon a series of man made terraces imposed upon the slope. At the top 

of the site next to but below the tramway is the Upper Terrace on which were the 

iron working shops and a brickworks. Next down the slope is the Middle Terrace 

on which the charge of the blast furnace was stored, mixed and delivered, while 

below that there is another smaller terrace (Lower Terrace) before reaching the 

bottom of the slope where the Blast Furnace floor meets the foot of the railway 

embankment. 

 

Description of what was found as a result of the 1977 to 1979 Digs 
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A & B. 

 

The Lower Terrace  
See Paul Mudway & Jeff Nicholls‟ Plan  Two of 1980, attached. 

 

Area “A”(57) at the centre of the compound was shaped like a horseshoe, having a 

very hard flat surface surrounded on three sides by bricks. To the south 

a broad brick-sided channel issues from the area between the two emaciated 

southern stubs (58 & 59) which along with the pair of stubs (60 & 61) to the north 

of the hearth are all that remains of a superstructure. The forecourt south of area 

(57) was divided into two parts by a low revetment, which ran south from the 

mouth of the horseshoe area. The west side was higher than the east, as was  the 

approach to (62). 

 

There are gaps between the hearth stubs of the east and west sides (64 & 63). There 

is a similar gap at the north (66). At floor level there a thick tongue of iron projects 

from the rear of (67). Outside to the west are a pair of large stones (68 & 69) that 

appear to have been the footing stones. Both have rust stains on their upper 

surfaces from long contact with iron.  The wall adjacent to these stones has been 

hollowed out drastically (70). A similar arrangement is also apparent on the east 

side, although one of the footing stones is missing (71 & 12). 

 

Areas (60 & 61) at the north end were both encased in flat iron plates on their 

outside faces and the north-eastern and western corners are both chamfered off at 

angles of 45 degrees. 

 

Just to the east and west of (57) at the north end is a pair of stones set in the ground 

with a shallow square socket (73 & 74) in the surface of each of them. They are 

both well below the level of (57) and slope down very slightly towards it. 

 

Both of the southern pair of stubs (58 & 59) has a curved skin of brickwork on the 

outside of area (57). In the west side of the southwest stub (58) is a vertical groove 

(75) where a large piece of iron has been removed.  The south-east stub (59) 

appears to have been reinforced with thin iron sheets and a second skin of curved 

bricks (76) while in its north-east corner is a squared inset (77) in which there is 

the residue of a packing of broken bricks and yellow clay. 

 

At the two southern corners of (57), there are large horizontally set stones (78 & 

79) with “T” slots etched in their surfaces. South of each of these are larger 

mortared stonework pads (80 & 81) that slope down towards (57), while either side 
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of these at the east and west walls are the springers of a great brick arch that would 

have spanned the forecourt of the furnace (82 & 83). 

 

In the southwest and northeast corners of the compound there are further springers 

of brick arches (84 & 85) both at which are directed towards (57). The arch at the 

north-east corner is cobbled into the stonework of the north wall, while' that in the 

south-west was supported on a separate structure rather like a flying buttress which 

was later added to at the south by an extension to the west wall of the compound. 

 

On the threshold of the gap in the north wall of the compound is a drain cover (86). 

This is an oblong sheet of iron with many holes punched in it, but it does not 

appear to be custom made for this purpose. 

 

From under that cover the drain (87) runs south and down into another drain (88) 

that runs east and west turning to the south either side of the furnace but there is a 

dogleg bend in the drain (89) to the west of centre for which there is no obvious 

explanation.  Those two ends of the drain run beside the east and west walls 

emerging south of (57) and converging upon a point in the centre of the extreme 

south end of the compound. The east drain (90) has fallen along the route to avoid 

the bottom of the Pig-Bed at the south-east corner while the west branch (91) only 

slopes slightly until it reaches the south end where it dives down under the 

revetment wall and joins the east drain. 

 

Two other drains serve Area “A” (57) itself but their routes are less clear. There is 

a brick sided drain hole (92) west of the southwest stub of the furnace, and a cavity 

beneath flagstones (93) just north of that. A drain from these runs to the "T" 

junction (94) on the south side of (57), the other arm of which (95) simply emerges 

from the footings of the southeast stub of the furnace. 

 

The room (96) east of the compound is long and narrow. At the south end there is a 

socket (97) in the east wall and a projection (98). There are remnants of vertical 

mortar lines on the walls indicating that brick walls have existed that crossed 

between them in three places. Between the north (99) and south (100) cross walls 

the sidewalls are heavily heat stained.  The middle cross wall (101) is only evident 

on the upper part of the east wall. The west end of the south cross wall lapped onto 

the sill of an opening (102) through to Area “A” while in the north-east and north-

west corners of the room are the doors (103 & 104) that lead to Area “A”. The 

north wall here is coated with a white mineral and against it partially blocking the 

door in the east wall is a tall vertically sided buttress (105). There is a small 

opening through the north wall (126) over which a peaked arch is roughly 
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constructed. This was altered from a curved arch at the whim of two persons from 

the Manpower Job Creation scheme 

 

In the adjacent room are the compartments of Area “B” (106 & 107) with the Bob 

wall (108) between them. They are better preserved than some of the site. The 

beam holes of two floor levels  can be seen in one of the walls as well as notches 

for the risers of steps from the ground to first floors; the steps to first to second 

floor though are not apparent.  There is an entrance (109) in the east wall to the 

north of the Bob wall, it was originally built rather wide and appears to have been 

contracted to a more reasonable size later.  

 

Access to (107) in the southern room was made through its south wall and the 

ornamented lintel above its door (110) is still in place. In the northeast corner of 

(107) there is a hole in the west wall (111) which has no lintel above it and was 

inaccessible for close examination but which may however be the means by which 

steam was brought into (106). No other suitable passage is visible at present and 

no other site for a Boiler room other than the one between Area “A” and Area “B” 

is evident. 

 

On the outside faces of the east west and south walls of Area “B” is a ledge (112) 

15cm wide at a level just above the first floor rafters inside which serves no other 

purpose than to reduce the width of the wall. 

 

To the west of Area “A” another room (113) has been added to the range of 

buildings. In the bottom of which is a large stone footing (114). The east and west 

walls alongside the footing are both lined with bricks (115 & 116) and the 

stonework there is greatly heat affected. On the north side is a wide trough (117) 

with a stone slabbed floor from which a break in the west wall leads to a small 

oblong revetted pit (118). Adjacent to the east wall there runs a trough (119) the 

length of the footings with short rows of single bricks that form ridges (120 &121) 

on the bottom at each end. Access to Area “A” is through an entrance (122) at the 

south end of the Footing. It is blocked to the level of the top of it by part at the 

edge of this trough. At the centre of the south end of the Footing a deep recess 

(123) extends into it for a distance of 2.I metres. 

 

Butted against the north wall of the room is an upright buttress (124), and at the 

east face of this resting on a ledge around it is the springer of a brick arch (125) 

while above, and unconnected with that, is a small opening through the north wall 

(126) over which a peaked arch is roughly constructed. 
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The Middle Terrace, C & D   

See Paul Mudway‟s & Jeff Nicholls plan One of 1980, attached. 

 

On the north side, at the foot of the Upper Terrace, is a long three-sided bay (29). 

Also two roof flashings on the face of the Upper Terrace wall (38).  

 

In the middle of the south side is the Area “D” (30) leading to a ramp. The 

revetment wall of Area “D” was built at the same time as that room but the south 

and east walls of the bay (31) upon it were built at a later date.  In the bottom of 

this bay is a thick layer of coke breeze and very small pieces of coke. There are 

several tons. 

 

The revetment wall (32) at the west end of the terrace was built at a later date than 

Area “D” (30).  It extends some distance to the west and supports a large level area 

between itself and the tramway branch line.  There are a number of cavities behind 

this wall and under the terrace, they are each roughly 2m wide, 1m high and 2m 

from back to front. They are all of a barrel vault construction. One with a shallow 

arch of stones in the south face of the revetment wall. They have been filled in by 

Forest Enterprise, with stonework to prevent access by children who frequently 

played in the ruins and used the cavities as dens.  

 

There are five buttresses (33, 34, 35, 36, & 37) along the length of the revetment 

wall and although some of them are tied into its face, they appear to have been 

constructed at a later date than the wall. 

 

Between Area “D” and Area “A” is the Lower Terrace upon which the substantial 

footings of an incline (39) are to be found. This massive pier projects from the 

revetment wall across half the width of the terrace and is made up of two thick 

masonry walls running parallel to each other with a rubble filled cavity between 

them. 

 

From Area “D” a flight of steps (40) runs down to the west beside the 

Revetment wall onto the Lower Terrace. This flight of steps is not on the original 

alignment. There is a landing part way down these stairs at which they are joined 

by another short flight (41) that comes down from beside the west wall of Area 

“D” The original steps ran from beside Area “D” at right angles, to the Middle 

Terrace abutment wall running down adjacent to the incline (39). South of the 

steps and next to (39) is a bay (42) contained at the west end by a stout wall (43) 

and in the open end of which is an oblong pit (44). This pit has dimensions of 

1.85m by 1.33m by 2.50m deep, it has vertical dressed stone sides and along its 
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north edge there runs a surface drain (45). At the west end of this Lower Terrace a 

large oblong pit (46) has been excavated. Its depth is about 1m. 

 

The room (47) to the east of the incline ramp has an entrance in its east wall and a 

channel (48) in its floor that runs a short distance into the room from under the 

south wall. That trough emerges on the south side of the south wall above an 

oblong footing (49) with a square inset in its south face. There is a room (50), 

which is south and east of the incline ramp. Adjacent to it against the west wall of 

that room is a large square footing (51). There is a brick sided cupboard in the east 

end of the north wall of this room (52).  

 

Directly south of the end of the incline, a shaft (53) has been dug out down through 

the terrace floor behind its revetment wall. The bottom of the shaft is level with the 

floor of Area “A” to which it is connected by an arched doorway (54) through the 

bottom of the revetment wall. There is a wide ledge (55) half way down the north 

wall of the shaft, which was accessible from the Lower Terrace via a short flight of 

steps (56) at the northeast corner of the shaft. There is no evidence that these steps 

continued down below the ledge onto the level of Area “A” floor. 

 

E, F, G, J, K, L   

 

The Upper Terrace 

See Paul Mudway and Jeff Nicholls‟ plan One of 1980 and that of Stan Coates. 

  

Area “F” (1) is dominated by an edge runner mill wheel (2) which lies on its side. 

The diameter of the wheel is 1.95m.The walls of the room form a square in the 

centre of which is a conical setting (3) that would have supported the vertical axle. 

The cone that supported the axle would have had six stone segments. One is 

missing 

 

In the east wall of Area “F” (1) there are two entrances. The one in the middle of 

the wall (4) had a shallow brick arch over it in early 1950s, while between that and 

the north east corner a smaller passage (5) has been blocked up with stone. The 

wooden door frame of the entrance was not dismantled before the blocking was 

inserted but was left to rot away; leaving two vertical slots in the outside face of 

the wall which were later plugged with bricks. 

 

East of the Area “F” is a yard (6) and beyond that a short flight of steps leads down 

into Area “E” (7) whose floor is about half a metre lower than the general level in 

the yard. 
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Two features of Area “E” (8) (9) against the north wall are prominent. They are 

tables with stone slab surfaces, about 50mm high, supported upon brickwork piers.  

There are square cavities under the stone slabs that are accessible from the south 

face of each table. There is a red heat stain above and behind one of these stands. 

Against the east wall is a large square brick built table (10) around the top edge of 

which there used to be a single skin of bricks. 

 

During the excavations stone slabs were found in the surface of the floor. A group 

of unfinished hammerheads were found in the fill of this room. In the west wall of 

Area “E” there are four small holes (11) blocked up with bricks. There were more 

found more in the south wall. There are two blocked up features (12c 13) in the 

north wall that look like doorways but do not appear on the outside face of the 

wall. The east wall of Area “E” is displaced by a series of what looks like small 

furnaces, (14, 15, 16, and 17) which face east. The floor level in this area is lower 

than that in the forge and the back walls are a brick revetment supporting the high 

level of the forge floor. Piers projecting from the revetment wall dividing it into 

booths.  

 

Each booth has a shallow arch above it and at about 60 cm above its ground level 

iron girders formed a bench across it. Above the remains of the benches the bricks 

of the structure are vitrified. No chimneys from the booths are evident. The areas 

floor extends east at the same level to form a round feature with a revetment wall 

at its edge (18) and in the middle of that is a radial patterned floor (19). It is built 

of stone and brick except at its inner floor and walls where only firebricks are used. 

The internal and external diameters of the wall are 3.60m & 5. 80m.  

 

There are eight equi-spaced radial channels built into the floor which penetrate 

horizontally through the base of the wall and are filled with solid clinker. Where 

the channels meet the internal edge of the kiln they are 17cm wide and about 10cm 

deep. It was found that around the internal edge of the radial floor short vertically 

set girders were discovered either side of some channels as it entered the wall. The 

whole of this area shows evidence of considerable excessive heat damage. 

 

A yard (6) runs from east to west through the middle of the Upper Terrace 

extending to the south wall of Area “F” to Area “G” and between the three rooms 

of Area “J”. The course of a tramway track can be traced in the slopes to the east 

and west of the terrace. There is evidence that at one stage in its history a branch 

line served these buildings on a track running through the yard. Along the north 

side of the yard is a range of three buildings joined together.  
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At the east end is a long room Area “J” (20), which at its west end, has a solid floor 

of flagstones and cobbles. Less than half way down the length of the room the 

flags were replaced by a hypocaust floor that had channels running the length of 

the rest of the room. That floor was supported on fourteen rows of bricks, each 

perhaps three courses high, and there were broad ledges of stone and brick 

alongside the north and south walls. Outside the south wall of this room at the east 

end are two buttresses, (21 & 22) which were laid against the wall after it was 

built. The only other places on the site where such heavy support was required was 

against a revetment wall (33, 34, 35). 

 

The middle room (23) of Area “J” has entrances in all of its four walls. 

Evidence in the east wall suggests that the doorway through that wall used to be at 

the south end of it instead of in the north where it is now. The floor in this room 

was laid with flagstone, most of which has been robbed. The west room of Area 

“J” (24) of the range, like the long room has a row of brick sided channels in it that 

would have supported a hypocaust brick-drying floor. The channels run south to 

north from an east-west conduit next to the south wall, and cease about half way 

across the room.  In the bottom of the east west, conduit are two brick sided flues 

which go down at least a metre below the hypocaust floor level.  

 

The northern half of the room where the channels cease is different from the 

southern half. It contains the brick footings. At the west side is a thin alley with a 

stone and brick ridge. The north wall of the room is butted onto the northwest 

corner of the middle room while the west wall is continuous across the yard to a 

butt joint on the north wall of Area “F”. It is evident that the south wall was built 

later than both the east and the west walls since it butts against them.  

 

Where the west wall passes the yard there is a doorway (25) that has been blocked 

up. To the north of the middle and west rooms, is a semicircular cutting (26) driven 

into a tram road embankment to bear the load of the bank and accessible from the 

north doorway of the middle room where there are two steps up to it. Limited 

excavation in the bottom of the feature has uncovered the edges of a pair of parallel 

footings, 70cm apart, on the same north-south alignment as the adjacent building. 
 

A similar revetted cutting (27) driven into the tram embankment occurs beyond the 

east end of the range. In the bottom of this is a second kiln (28) which has internal 

and external diameters of 4.46m and 7.26m, is built using bricks alone, has ten  

equi-spaced radial channels, but in all other respects is rather similar to the radial 

floor in Area “G” but in better condition. 
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Interpretation 

 
Darkhill Ironworks as envisaged at about 1845 

 
 

Upper Terrace 

Read in conjunction with Paul Mudway & Jeff Nicholls‟ Plan of 1980 and that of 

Stan Coates. 

 

This area is known locally as „The Upper Furnaces‟. On the Upper Terrace the 

manufacture of bricks was the major activity that took place during most of its 

useful life. The brickworks are shown on a map pre 1819 before any other 

development at Darkhill. The two kilns on the site were not fired simultaneously. 

The practice was to have a pause between cessation of the use of one and the 

commencement of the use of the other. 

 

Initially there was a group of brick-making buildings along the southern edge at the 

Terrace. These included the Pounding Room and the Kiln (19); and what later 

became the Forge and the Foundry. When production ceased there the Forge and 

the Foundry were built into the gutted shell of the old brick drying sheds.  When 
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work at the Foundry was discontinued the Forge and the Pounding Room remained 

active throughout the rest of the time that the site was used.  

 

The old kiln pit (18) was filled in, in advance of a tramway track being built across 

it. It was adjacent to that track that the second range of brick making sheds was 

built. Those buildings were the Middle Room where the bricks may have been 

shaped, the Long Room where they were dried, and the kiln where they were fired 

 

In the next development that took place here the tramway branch line was 

dismantled and at the same time the west room was constructed to provide extra 

brick drying capacity. Finally, when that was no longer required the west room was 

turned into a boiler room but the purpose to which that boiler was put is as obscure 

at present as is that of the revetted pit to its north. 

 

At the north side of the Upper Terrace are the oblong rooms that are joined 

together to form a range that runs along the terrace, while at the south beyond a 

courtyard is a square room, a forge and foundry building, and a round kiln, all 

adjacent to the south wall of the terrace. To the north of the north range in two 

places the terrace has been extended into the bottom of the embankment of the 

tramroad, and a semi-circular revetment wall put up to support the burden of the 

bank; in one of the two pits thus created another kiln has been built. 

 

The Area “F” is dubbed the Pounding Room (1) since it is dominated by some of 

its equipment, the edge runner mill wheel (2). The stone has been re-dressed but it 

does not show signs of further use. The conical stone setting (3) would have 

supported the vertical axle of the mill machinery.  Between that setting and the mill 

wheel would have been a simple structure supported by a bearing in the roof of the 

room and with a lateral shaft that would go through the centre of the mill wheel to 

be attached to the harness of a horse which rolled the wheel around the axle in the 

conical setting.  
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East of the Pounding Room yard (6) a short flight of steps leads down into what 

was known as The Forge, Area “E” (7). Prominent are tables with stone slab 

surfaces, about 50mm high, supported upon brickwork. These are the stands upon 

which the deep trays of the Smithy‟s coke fires were supported The stone slabs 

found in the surface of the floor suggest they are the footing of anvils. The east 

wall of the forge is displaced by a series of small furnaces Area “G” (14, 15, 16, 

17) which faces east.  
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Areas “G” & “H”  

 

In the middle of the round area “H” (19) stood a Haystack kiln. Only the heat 

damaged floor of this structure remains. This is where Robert Mushet carried out 

many scaled up experiments into various steel alloys culminating in his discovery 

of Self Hardening Steel.  

 

A yard (6) runs from east to west through the middle of the Upper Terrace 

extending to the south wall between the pounding room and the forge. The course 

of a tramway track can be traced in the slopes to the east and west of the terrace. 

There is evidence that at one stage in its history a branch line served these 

buildings on a track running through the yard. The range of three buildings that are 

joined together along the north side were evidently used in the manufacture of 

bricks. At a much later date, after the buildings were no longer used by Mushet, it 

is known that this area was used as a Colour Works for many years before re-siting 

in Milkwall. 

 

At the east end of this complex is a long room, Area “J” (20) which was a brick-

drying shed but the position of its furnace or other associated equipment is not 

known. The hypocaust floor plates were not found here but were possibly made of 
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iron and would therefore have been taken away for scrap. Outside the south wall of 

this room at the east end are two buttresses, (21 & 22) which were laid against the 

wall after it was built. They are thought to have been required in connection with 

two Tilt Hammers that are recorded as having been on site.  

 

Evidence in the east wall of the middle room (23), suggests that the doorway 

through that wall used to be at the south end of it instead of in the north where it is 

now. The west room (24) of the three, like the long room, was used for drying 

bricks. There are two brick sided flues which go down at least a metre below the 

hypocaust floor level. It is presumed these flues were fed from furnaces outside the 

south wall of the room. The northern half of the room, which is different from the 

southern half, contains the brick footings of an iron boiler or furnace.  

 

It is thought impossible that the boiler and the brick drying would be simultaneous 

activities, and more likely that the boiler was inserted when the brick drying in this 

room had ceased. The south wall was built later than both the east and the west 

walls since it butts against them. Where the west wall passes the courtyard there is 

a doorway (25) that has been blocked up.  

 
 

Area “L” (26) driven into the tram road embankment. Limited excavation 

uncovered the edges of a pair of parallel footings, which might have supported 

some sort of unloading machinery. This area is believed to have been used to store 

clay materials off loaded from tramroad tubs ready for brick making. 
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The revetted cutting, Area “K” (27) driven into the tramroad embankment to the 

east also contained a Haystack kiln that was only used for brick firing. There is no 

indication of the extensive heat damage found in area “G” (28). 

 
 

 

Area “K” 
 

 

Tap-slag:  
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There are Furnace “Bears” showing evidence of tapping from furnaces but none of 

them appear to be in their position of origin. One lies to the east, beyond the 

retaining wall of Area “H”.  

 

Another lies against the wall on the northeast side of Area “D”.  

 

 
 

A hidden “Bear” some distance to the East of the Darkhill Ironworks 

 

A third lies some considerable distance away and was hidden. Walk along the 

cycleway to the east. Make towards the road, when opposite the road sign which is 

below, look left and a number of boulders, amongst the undergrowth, can be seen 

on the north side of the cycleway, below the tramroad loop running parallel above. 

Partly hidden by these boulders which appear disturbed lies another „Bear‟. Why 

was it carried so far from where it was created? Why was it hidden? The man-

hours needed to move it increases its curiosity value. 
 

There are other large pieces of “Bear” slag that have been placed beside the 

gateway to Marefold. These came from the Milkwall brickworks area that lies 

below Marefold. A JCB digger transported them to their present position during 

the early 1980s. 
 

Tramroads 
 

Tramroads (“Dramroads” locally) were the forerunner of railways. Horse drawn 

wooden wagons with flangeless wheels ran along „L‟ shaped cast iron rails, which 

faced outwards. The rails enabled heavier loads to be hauled than was possible on 

the rutted roads of the time. David Mushet put up money, in partnership with 

others, to build this branch to Milkwall in 1812. The traffic initially would have 
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been stone from the nearby quarries and felled timber from the Forest. When 

Darkhill came into production his iron ingots would have made their way down to 

the tin works in Parkend and beyond. 

 

 
 

Tramroad Blocks showing the through road  

on the right and a passing loop on the left 

 

As the path widens above where the „Bear‟ is tipped there were two tracks. Some 

tramroad blocks can be seen but most are hidden beneath years of rotted leaf 

mould. One of the tracks was a loop. The stone blocks forming this line have only 

one hole in their centre. These date from the earliest days of Tramroad building. 

The rail was held by a spike driven into an oak peg in the hole.  

 

Most of the stones that make up the more heavily used „Running Line‟ beside the 

loop have either two or three holes in them. The one spiked stone was found 

inadequate with heavy usage so a „Chair‟ was adopted for holding the rail requiring 

two holes. The stone blocks with three holes are original one-holed blocks that 

have been modified to take a Chair. The two holed blocks are later replacements. 

 

Some Tramroad stone sets cross the track at an angle. When not hidden by bracken 

a Tramroad profile can be seen leading off down a slope towards the works. This 

was laid in 1818 to serve the middle level of the Works. A later spoil tip from a 

drift coal mine has obliterated some of the route. 

 

Fresh Water Spring 

 

Almost hidden there is a spring, beside the path that runs down by the works from 

the tramroad. This spring looks insignificant today but it was of vital importance to 
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the people who lived and worked here in the past. It took on an historic 

significance beyond its size when a complaint was drawn up.  
 

AN  INDENTURE   made the seventeenth day of October 

1866 between the Queen's Most Excellent Majesty of the 

first part, the Honourable James Kenneth Howard, the 

Commissioner for Her Majesty's Woods and Land Revenues 

to whom the  management of the Royal Forest of Dean has 

been assigned of the second part, and Robert Mushet of 

Belgrave House, Cheltenham in the County of Gloucester, 

Iron Master, and Goodrich Langham of Coleford in the 

County of Gloucester of  the third part, goes on to 

complain that these two gentlemen claim to be  

proprietors of certain premises and buildings now used 

as a smith's shop, situated at Dark Hill in Parkend or 

York Walk, and that at some time they laid down certain 

pipes for the purpose of conveying water to the said 

smith's shop, under certain wastelands of the said 

(sic) forest, without any license or  authority from 

Her Majesty or Commissioner, etc., etc.   

 

The Indenture then calls upon and requests the said 

Robert Mushet and Goodrich Langham to accept and take a 

license to use, etc. This beautifully written record is 

accompanied by an equally detailed map, scale 3 chains to 1 inch, showing the 

Dark Hill furnaces. The pipes referred to are shown in red, running from spring to 

smith's shop.   

 

Local residents relate how, as children, their first task after coming home from 

Ellwood School, was to get fresh water from this well. Even in the driest summers, 

this spring never dries up. Very important when water mains were unknown. The 

19th Century population Census shows that many people lived hereabouts. 

Bracken covers what little remains of their homes. 

 

Middle Terrace 

Read in conjunction with Paul Mudway & Jeff Nicholls‟ Plan of 1980 and that of 

Stan Coates. 

 

The majority of this area was used to store materials for iron making. To the south 

of the Upper Terrace‟s retaining wall is a loading bay, past which a branch of the 
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tramroad ran which filtered in, off the main tramroad, some distance east of the 

site. This was also the route of the teamsters‟ wagonway into the Middle Terrace 

from the east, off the Coleford/ Parkend road, which ran parallel to but lower down 

than the tramroad formation. In the other direction, the teamsters‟ wagonway ran 

west from the Middle Terrace to Lower Milkwall. On the north side of the terrace a 

larger bay is cut into the slope.  

 

In the south face of the Upper Terrace revetment wall, there are the two roof 

flashings of a small wooden hut (38) that would have been 4m wide by 2.5m high. 

This structure cannot have existed at the same time as the branch line was 

operating, since the trucks would have passed only 1.5m from the face of the wall. 

 

The only building on the Middle Terrace is the filling house or mixing room. A 

stone-built bridge abutment leads from it towards the furnace top; a wooden or cast 

iron bridge would have covered the intervening space.  A low stone wall blocked 

off the way on to the abutment, from the Mixing Room in 1979 to safeguard 

envisaged visitors.  

 

The Mixing Room, Area “D” (30) was where the materials that were to be 

barrowed into the top of the furnace were weighed out and mixed. To the east of 

the room is a small storage bay and on the north side of the terrace a larger bay is 

cut into the slope, from which a charging incline used to lead off to the top of the 

blast furnace.  

 

There is a flight of steps from the Mixing Room to the west, down the revetment 

wall on to the Lower Terrace. (The steps do not follow their original course. They 

were altered to make them safer for the access of visitors that it was anticipated 

would be attracted to the site subsequently.) 

 

At the foot of the Middle Terrace there are various features at this level. The most 

important of which are two rooms. Room (50) may have been the smithy to serve 

the Lower Terrace, in which case the room to the north might have contained a 

small blowing engine with an air-pipe coming through the hole in the wall.  

 

There is also a vertical shaft at this level, down into the Lower Terrace behind the 

revetment wall. At the base of that shaft a doorway through the revetment wall 

leads into the furnace floor area which is the lowest level of the site. This shaft and 

doorway is the subject of much debate as to its purpose. They range from storage 

space, flue or a subsequent feature that had nothing to do with the original 
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buildings. There are accounts of squatters living in the lower levels for a time. The 

square stone footing here (51) could be the location for a chimney stack. 

 

The Lower Terrace 

Read in conjunction with Paul Mudway & Jeff Nicholls‟ Plan of 1980 and that of 

Stan Coates. 

Area “A” The Horseshoe Hearth 

It is clear that what now remains of the furnace, Area “A” is not David Mushet's 

original experimental furnace of 1818/19, which was, in fact, nothing more than a  

cupola. Confusion could arise here (and probably has arisen) from the fact that it 

would be possible to smelt iron ore in a cupola, which was basically, a device for 

melting iron, rather than smelting ore. But while it would be possible to use a 

cupola for smelting it would not be economic. On the other hand, economics would 

not be so important in experimental work and the small size of the cupola, as 

compared with a blast furnace, would be an advantage. 

 

The experimental or cupola furnace had an internal volume of about 1000-ft (28 

m). By 1845 it was '...much worn and wasted'. Volumetric capacities of blast 

furnaces for the years before c1840 are hard to find but it is reasonable to assume 

that such a furnace would be of not less than about three times the volume of the 

experimental one. So it would be an orthodox blast furnace of the period, which 

was the commercial basis of Dark Hill. 

 

It is known that the furnace of which some small remains still exist is of a much 

later date. In 1845, during the short-lived partnership of the Mushet brothers, 
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£1000 were spent on enlarging and improving the furnace and in 1846 hot-blast 

apparatus was added. David Mushet junior records that he built the furnace '...upon 

the principles of Mr J Gibbons‟, which he initially introduced in 1832. It was so 

successful that it was soon adopted widely. What little now remains of the furnace 

itself shows quite clearly that the hearth was circular, so the ruins are definitely of 

the final period of operation. 

 

To the west of the horseshoe hearth the west side was higher than the east and was 

the approach to whatever furnace (62) was here. If molten metal were tapped here 

the metal would have flowed down into the Pig-bed (63) east of the approach 

where a bed of sand would be expected to receive it. 

 

The gaps between the hearth stubs of the east and west sides (64 & 63) were the 

Tuyeres through which air was injected into the Furnace. The gap at the north (66) 

may also from time to time have been used for this purpose and at floor level a 

thick tongue of iron projects from the rear of the furnace (67). 

 

Outside the west Tuyere are a pair of large stones (68 & 69) that appear to have 

been the footing stones for some piece of machinery since they both have rust 

stains on their upper surfaces from long contact with iron.  The wall adjacent to 

these stones has been thinned drastically (70) and it is likely that a cylinder stood 

in the alcove resting on the stones. A similar arrangement is also apparent on the 

east side of the furnace although one of the footing stones is missing (71 & 12). 

(77) in the northeast corner with a squared inset may be the jamb of the tuyere port 

 

There were plans for further improvements to the lower area, but not all were 

carried out. However, two new boilers were installed. These were of the 

cylindrical, egg-ended type, 36 ft long and 4-ft diameter (10.9 x 1.2 m). An 

inventory of 1845 shows that the furnace was blown by a steam engine with a 

steam cylinder 24 in diameter and a blowing cylinder 60 in diameter (0.6 x 1.5 m) 

and that the old cupola furnace was still there. In addition there were 'A casting 

house, a water regulator, a bridge or filling loft, an office and a round boiler'. 

 

Area “B” (106 & 107) is the engine house. There was a lot of debris in it but this 

has been cleared out. The wall dividing the two areas must have been the beam 

support or bob wall. It has been excavated to ground level and built again up to 

about its original height. The most likely arrangement in this building is that the 

area between Area “A” and Area “B” held the steam cylinder, while the blowing 

cylinder or tub was in 22. But there should have been a door in the bob wall, as the 

engineman would need to have access to both cylinders. Excavation of the wall 



 26 

down to its foundations showed no signs that such a door ever existed, which is 

something of a mystery. (111) which has no lintel above it and was inaccessible for  

close examination but which may however be the means by which steam was 

brought into (106). No other suitable passage is visible at present and no other site 

for a Boiler room other than the one between Area “A” and Area “B” is evident. 

There is no trace of the casting house, which would have abutted on the furnace to 

the south. Locations (99, 100, 101) may have contained a cylindrical boiler but 

nothing has been found so far to confirm it. Nor are there any traces of a flue or 

chimney. (51) is a likely candidate for its location. 

 

Nor has anything been found, as yet, of the regulator. This was a device, which 

was popular in the first half of the 19th century to even out the fluctuations in the 

blast caused by a reciprocating blowing engine. Regulators were of various types 

but the one at Darkhill was a water regulator. It was an enclosed cistern, containing 

water, into which the blast was passed before it went to the tuyeres. 

 

Logically it should be as close as possible to the blowing engine and furnace. On 

the Darkhill site it might have been in the un-named enclosure shown on the plan 

behind the furnace and below the 'Lower foundry' building but so far there is 

nothing to show that it was. 

 

The regulator might have been made of wrought iron plates, like a boiler, in which 

case it would probably be impossible to find any traces of it. But it is worth 

watching for anything, which might give a lead to its whereabouts. 

 

Behind and to the west of the furnace is a high retaining wall (33, 34, and 37) in 

which there are some bricked-in arches. It was common practice to build chambers 

into a retaining wall behind a blast furnace. They were useful for storage or for 

workshops. 

 

The 1847 sale advertisement refers to a coke yard which was a flat, open space on 

which coal was converted to coke by controlled combustion in heaps, very much as 

was done in charcoal making. A logical place to find the coke yard would be on the 

flat area immediately north of the retaining wall extending from the 'Lower 

foundry' buildings. Coke was made in circular heaps and there might be traces in 

the form of ashes or heat-affected ground or stonework (if the area is stone 

floored). 

 

On the east and west sides of the blast furnace there are areas on either side, while 

at the east end of the range are the two compartments of a beam engine house. 
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Most of the lesser conclusions about the rest of the site have been stated in the text 

and shall not be repeated here, but some unusual features of the Blast Furnace 

Buildings demand further consideration. 

 

The two buttresses that are against the north wall there in the rooms east and west 

of the furnace compound are of rather similar construction and size and since they 

are roughly equi-distance either side of the furnace it is not unreasonable to assume 

that they were built at the same time for a single purpose. These structures are not 

the handiwork of the men who built the rest of the buildings on the site but, like the 

Beam Engine House, must have been constructed by a gang on contract as part of 

the installation of some larger engineering project. It is possible that they were 

built to support a structure at about the level of the incline and it may be that the 

bridge between the Incline and the Top of the Furnace was enlarged considerably 

providing a room or loft and that this was supported on girders which rested on 

these buttresses. 

 

The eastern of these two buttresses is situated in the northeast corner of the eastern 

boiler room and in that position it obscures the access from the blowing engine at 

its eastern end. The entrance is not entirely blocked but it is clear that any blast 

pipes running through it must have been dislocated when the buttress was erected. 

It is likely that the Beam Engine was working when the two buttresses were put up. 

However, since the site continued to be a blast furnace throughout its life it must 

have acquired blast from somewhere else. The only known alternative site for a 

blowing engine would be the room west of the furnace the nature of whose 

equipment can only be guessed at. That it amounted to a blowing engine of some 

sort seems exceedingly likely. 

 

In the chamber at the back of the blast furnace (56) a drain was uncovered here, 

with the cast iron grid still in position. It is probably for land drainage, to keep the 

base of the furnace free from surface water. Where the drain goes is not known. 

 

The area to the west of Area “A” was filled with rubble. It has been excavated and 

some puzzling features have been uncovered. In particular, there is a plinth in the 

centre of the area, with a gap in the end. It is partly of stone and partly of brick (the 

latter is unusual on the site) and appears to have been the foundation for 

something. The puzzle is, for what? There are no foundation bolt holes such as 

would have been needed for an engine and it could not have carried a boiler. At 

present it is impossible to say what its purpose was. 
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Area “A” contains what is left of the blast furnace. For some that is the heart of the 

matter. The hearth is of new firebricks, which confirms what was suspected, that 

the furnace was at least partly repaired just prior to being offered for sale in 1847 

and never blown in. Every detail was recorded initially by Messers Mudway and 

Nicholls.  

 

This area was also independently surveyed by the retired Ordnance Survey senior 

officer, Gordon Clissold, assisted by Ian Standing the then Chairman of the Forest 

of Dean Local History Society. Sectional drawings were also made of Area “A”, as 

a part of this survey. Firebricks are not very weather resistant and a layer of earth 

subsequently covered the whole area for their protection by Forest Enterprise.  

 

Some drains have also been discovered in this area, together with a square stone 

column, which at first sight looks like the lower part of a chimney stack. It is not, 

as it is solid and its purpose is obscure at present. 

 

Another feature, which can now be seen in one corner of Area “A” is, a small part 

of the springing of an arch, facing towards the furnace. It leads from a substantial 

dressed stone pillar and appears to be the remains of one of the arches, which 

supported the outer shell, or stack of the furnace. This would be of good quality 

dressed stone and probably disappeared long ago for building purposes. 

 

A masonry blast furnace structure always had vaulted passageways round the sides 

and back, to give access to the tuyeres and the small part of an arch remaining is all 

that is left of these passageways. 

 

Excavation has also revealed a very well constructed dressed stone doorjamb on 

the east side of Area “B”. It is much better built than the rest of the building and it 

is not clear why this is so. The doorway is much too wide to serve merely as a 

pedestrian entrance. 

 

The standard of the administration and recording of the digs at this site, in the late 

1970s, was not up to the customary standards expected in the archaeology 

discipline in general. The site has long since been the victim of that period. Much 

evidence either went unrecorded or fell into the hands of souvenir hunters. 

Fortunately some items have been lodged at the Dean Heritage Museum Trust.  

 

Over the years since the digs a layer of earth has been laid over the most 

vulnerable floors for their protection. Some remedial work has been done to the 

stonework fabric. About five years ago the whole site was fenced off after a risk 
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audit had been carried out for Forest Enterprise. Vandalism to the fabric has been 

greatly reduced but nature still takes its erosive toll. 

 

The Titanic Steel Works 

 

This report has concentrated on the 1970 Digs but reference is made here 

concerning the Titanic Works to the northwest of the Ironworks When Robert‟s 

experiments had led to what he called “Titanic Cast Steel”, it was evident the old 

works just would not cope. 

 

Because one of the new steels, on which he pinned his hopes, was the first to use 

Titanium in its manufacture, the new works was called “The Titanic Steel & Iron 

Works Co Ltd.”. It came into existence on the 22
nd

 of October 1862 nearby the old 

works, slightly nearer to Coleford on a two-acre site. 

 

During the years of operation Titanic had not led to the fortunes hoped for. Many 

theories are put forward as to why. The iron ore in the area was costly to mine, as 

the easily accessible ore had already been worked out. Imports were expensive 

because mass transport was almost non existent in the Forest, beyond the power of 

teams of horses. Even when the rail routes came, they were not the easiest service. 

Location, other technical and economic difficulties are put forward. With 300 

employed, was there also a case of what accountants would call, over manning? 

 

The Titanic Company was wound up in 1874 as the main centre of production was 

now in Sheffield. Some processing of the materials still took place at Gorsty Knoll 

but everything was shrouded in great mystery.  

 

By the 1960s, the buildings had lost their roofs and what remained was considered 

unsafe. The last detailed photograph taken shows a pigeon loft within the walls of 

the extensive but crumbling buildings. The bulldozed material was used as hard-

core for the approach to the Wye bridge section of the first Motorway Severn 

Bridge crossing at Chepstow. 

 

A few of the smaller buildings are still there but the roofs of some have already 

collapsed. The one building intact is the Works Office, which Robert Mushet 

would have known well. There were times when he slept there while he awaited 

the outcome of some of his firings. It is a private residence at the time of writing. 

Respecting the occupier‟s privacy must be a priority if any large scale Digs are to 

be carried out there. 
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The Milkwall Brickworks 

  

Between the Titanic site and the Darkhill Ironworks, lies the Milkwall Brickworks. 

Down the slope in front of the house called Marefold, under an oak tree, is a 

glimpse of a stone arch. This is the entrance to a coal mine owned by the Mushets. 

The mine was unsuccessful. Over the small ford, known locally as „the splash‟, the 

kilns of Milkwall Brickworks stood. The unsafe remains of Titanic and the 

Brickworks were knocked down in the 1960s. The area has not been recorded in 

archaeological terms and may be suitable for further research 

 
 

 

 

Conclusion 
 

It is the memory of what happened here and what it led to that needs preserving. 

That can effectively be done by preserving the fabric of what little is left of the 

Darkhill Ironworks at Gorsty Knoll in the Forest of Dean. It can become a 

worthwhile place of pilgrimage. Not only for local students but it is also an 

attraction for visitors from abroad.   

 

There are safe vantage points from which the ruins can be observed. The ruins can 

still inspire future generations to value and study further the story of what remain. 

They must not think that our generation was unenlightened and found wanting 

when something could have been done to preserve what is there today.  

 

Large buttressed walls of the upper level stand silently over the lower levels of the 

Iron Works today. The quiet Aaron‟s Pond where Aaron Hart, a haulier, had a 

licence to water his horses at the turn of the 20
th

 century, is an ideal place to 

contemplate the hive of activity that was once here.  

 

If there are white vapour trails high in the sky from passing aircraft, remember they 

might not be there but for what happened on Gorsty Knoll in the Forest of Dean. 

The technical and economic world moves remorselessly on. It is inevitable that 

someone else would have made the discoveries. Many claim that distinction. David 

and Robert Mushet deserve their place on any relevant Roll of Honour of our 

country‟s Industrial History. 

 

It is my submission that the Darkhill Iron Works site is of both national and 

international importance. It should be recognised as such and be given statutory 

protection.  
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David Mushet made money out of his experiments for twenty years but he was 

notorious for not spending money. The Plates that illustrate his ideas are in his 

Papers on Iron and Steel that were published in 1840. It is certain that most were 

never build anywhere but do Plates 1 and 2 give us a clue to what was embodied at 

Darkhill? While his ideas were on paper they cost little to produce but towards the 

end of his life his ideas were literally set in stone. Fruitful areas of study by future 

students? 

 

Robert was born into the world of Wood, Iron and Stone. He went on to raise the 

curtain on the world stage of the Age of Steel Alloys. Darkhill is where the score 

was written. Here the rehearsals were held and the Prelude was performed.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Sources 

 

Darkhill Iron Works. Archaeological Report and follow up letter by W. K. V. Gale 

covering the excavations at Darkhill, Gorsty Knoll, Coleford, Forest of Dean 

during the period 1977 to 1979 

 

Plans & a draft copy of a report on what was found at the Dark Hill Iron Works 

after the 1977 to 1979 digs there. Written by Jeff Nicholls, Hay on Wye, March 

1980. 

 

Poor quality drafts of both reports are to be found in the Papers of the Late Stan 

Coates that are lodged at the Dean Heritage Museum Trust, Camp Mill, Soudley, 

Nr Cinderford, Gloucestershire. They can be seen by prior arrangement. 

 

After this report is finished, fair certified copies of all the reports on the Darkhill 

Digs in Stan Coates‟ Papers (listed at the beginning of this report) will be lodged at 

the Dean Heritage Museum Trust with other material of mine on the subject. My 

Papers will be added to over the years. 

 

Drawings  
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Plates 1 to 6  are from David Mushet‟s Papers on Iron and Steel. There are several 

copies at the Kelham Island Museum, Sheffield. 
 

The “A”, “B” “C” Darkhill site drawing by Val Long of Forest Enterprise.  

Tel. No. 01594 833 057 
 

Sectional Drawings of Area “A” surveyed by Ian Standing and Gordon Clissold. 

They were drawn by the latter. Tel. No. 01594 833017 
 

All other Drawings in this report were commissioned by the author of this report 

and were undertaken by David Hughes. Tel. No. 01633 400402 
 

Further Reading 
 

David Mushet‟s Papers on Iron and Steel 
 

Robert Forester Mushet  

The Bessemer Mushet Process or manufacture of Cheap Steel.  
 

Fred M. Osborn The Story of the Mushets.  
 

Keith Webb Robert Mushet and the Darkhill Ironworks. 
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