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The British Mine at São Domingos 

By Peter Booker 

 

Introduction 

In the same way that the inscription on a gravestone tells of the deceased 

occupant of the grave, so the village sign of Mina de São Domingos 

tells of the dead remains of mine workings whose history stretches back 

thousands of years. The village lies on the eastern side of the River 

Guadiana, about 3km from the Spanish border and about 20km to the 

east of the nearest large town, Mértola, in Beja District.   

It is difficult nowadays to appreciate exactly how remote this area 

used to be. There were certainly no roads in the area, and the road 

connection to Mértola was not built until the 1890s. Before those days, 

São Domingos was not a village, but a country area named after the hill 

on top of which was a hermitage dedicated to the saint, known in 

English as St Dominic. A Portuguese source refers to the area thus: um 

local ermo e árido, a lonely and dry place, which having very poor soils, 

supported mainly sheep and goats. The land was so poor that the owner 

of much of it, João Félix, must have thought he was on to a good thing 

when, on 16 December, 1858, James Mason signed the escritura to buy 

his land. 



112                        48th Annual Report, ©2021 British Historical Soceity of Portugal                  

 

The Faixa Piritosa Ibérica (FPI) 

The village of Mina de São Domingos lies on an outcrop of the Iberian 

Pyrite Belt, a band of ore-bearing rock (known in Portuguese as the 

Faixa Piritosa Ibérica) which runs from the Sado estuary and Setúbal 

down through the Alentejo, through the massive Rio Tinto complex in 

the Spanish province of Huelva, and as far as the River Guadalquivir at 

Seville. The band is about 250km long, and 30 to 60 km wide.  

 

The ores in the band are pyrites (FeS2); sphalerite or zinc-blende 

(ZnS); chalcopyrite (also known as copper pyrites - CuFeS2); galena or 

lead sulphide (PbS); and mispickel, or arseno-pyrites (FeAsS). The 

common and principal element in these compounds is sulphur.  There 

are also traces of silver, gold, tin, cadmium, cobalt and other heavy 

metals. The whole of the FPI used to contain about 1,700 million 

tonnes, of which about 90% lay on the Spanish side of the border, and 

10% in Portugal. The mineral at São Domingos is a single solid vertical 

mass about 560m long and 80m wide, with a depth of 420m, totalling 

perhaps 27 million tonnes of copper pyrites.  The copper content varied 

between 1% and 7%; of zinc 2-3%; of lead 1%; of sulphur 45-48%, 

together with appreciable quantities of iron and arsenic. 

Ancient working 

This copper and sulphur mine was worked in Phoenician, Roman and 

probably also in Islamic times. The Romans sought gold and silver, as 

well as copper, and it is thought that the already existing mine waste of 

over one million tonnes may contain as much as one gramme of gold 
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per tonne of spoil. These ancient mine workings accessed depths to 

about 40 metres, and the mineral removed by the ancients miners may 

have been as much as 3m tonnes. A wheel used in the Roman drainage 

system was later taken from the workings and is now exhibited in the 

museum of the École des Mines in Paris.  

At the International Exhibition in Porto in 1865, James Mason 

exhibited coins that had been found on the site.  These were minted 

between 14 and 395 CE, during the reigns of a number of Roman 

Emperors, namely from Tiberius (14-37) Caligula, Claudius, Nero, 

Vespasian, Domitian, Hadrian (117-138), Antoninus Pius (138-161), 

Marcus Aurelius (161-180), Constantine the Great (306-337), 

Constantius II (337-361), Julian (360-363) to Arcadius (395-408).  It is 

possible that the mine was also worked during Islamic times, since 

Mason also exhibited three Islamic coins found in the workings. 

Re-discovery and registration 

In the mid nineteenth century, the search for metals to serve the 

Industrial Revolution was growing more intense. In Lisbon in 1850- 51, 

João Maria Leitão published articles which drew attention to the various 

mineral deposits in Portugal that had been worked in ancient times, and 

in 1852, the Portuguese government opened to foreign private initiative 

the possibility of working mineral deposits in Portugal.   

The government in Spain had made a similar move at about the 

same time, and French mining engineers were quick to take advantage.  

In 1853, the French manager of the Tharsis mine in Spain, Ernest 

Deligny, seeking to expand from the Rio Tinto complex, rediscovered 

ancient workings at Calañas and Vuelta Falsa, close to Tharsis.  In 1854, 

the Italian Nicolau Biava, an undermanager (capataz) from the Tharsis 

mine, was sent to search for possible workable deposits on the 

Portuguese side of the border. Biava registered in his own name at 

Mértola Câmara a number of ancient workings (two at São Domingos, 

one close by at Bicada and the fourth at Cerro do Ouro, 5km away to 

the north east, and actually on the international border). The terms of 
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each registration included the stipulation that work on the mine should 

begin within six months. In 1855, Deligny bought the registration from 

his own employee, together with land around the registered concession.  

Biava and another undermanager, Jean Malbouisson, also registered 

claims at Aljustel and Caveira, further west. In fact, during the decade 

of the 1850s, there were hundreds of registered claims in this area. 

La Sabina 

In Seville, Deligny formed a company in November 1855 expressly to 

work the Portuguese deposits, especially those at São Domingos. The 

company was called La Sabina, and it had three directors, who were all 

French: Eugène Duclerc, a Parisian banker; Louis Decazes, Duke of 

Decazes and of Glucksbierg, a diplomat (1819-1886); and Ernest 

Deligny himself, a qualified mining engineer (1820-1898). On 12th 

January 1857, the concession to work the mine at São Domingos was 

made to La Sabina in the person of Deligny as its representative.   

Between 1855 and 1857, and before the legal formalities had been 

concluded, Deligny began to investigate the ancient workings at São 

Domingos. By 1857, the claim had been registered in Lisbon, and there 

were 50 day-labourers (Spanish and Piedmontese) working at the site 

under La Sabina´s licence. Deligny soon found that his responsibilities 

at Tharsis did not give him the capacity to work the mine at São 

Domingos simultaneously and, in May 1858, the La Sabina company 

let the working rights to a British company, Mason & Barry Ltd, of 

which the managing director and chief mining engineer was James 

Mason (1824-1903). Mason & Barry acquired the rights to work the 

mine for a period of fifty years.  

Mason & Barry Ltd 

After James Mason had graduated from the École des Mines in Paris in 

1848, he had gained mining experience at mines near Bilbao and 

Burgos. Barry had been a contractor and British consul in Northern 

Spain for 20 years.  Together they founded Mason & Barry in 1855, 
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with the registered office at 87 Cannon St in London. Mason was 

Managing Director of the new company and Barry became Commercial 

Director, but his duties did not cause him to leave London very often. 

At the time of the formation of Mason & Barry, James Mason was the 

technical director of the Tharsis and Calañas mines, working for 

Deligny. James Mason later married Barry´s sister, and the two partners 

became brothers-in-law.  

The firm was capitalised in London in 1878 with a value of £1 

million and was quoted on the London Stock Exchange and the Paris 

Bourse with effect from 1881. Mason & Barry´s mine at São Domingos 

eventually occupied a territory extending 20km from north to south 

(from Cerro do Ouro to Pomarão), and the company´s eventual land 

holding had a surface area of more than 6,000 hectares. About 20 

million tonnes of material were removed over its life, of which nearly 

15 million tonnes lies in spoil heaps around the mine. During the life of 

the mine under Mason & Barry, five villages were established 

(Pomarão, Telheiro, Achada do Gamo, Moitinha and Mina de São 

Domingos itself) and some hundreds of hectares of pine and eucalyptus 

were planted. Lakes of sweet water and acid water were established for 

both domestic use and the mine processes.   

The mine had an influence not only in the Mértola Municipal area, 

but also down the right bank of the Guadiana as far as the port of Vila 

Real de Santo António (VRSA). VRSA would not have been the same 

important town without the wealth accruing from the river traffic 

associated with the mine.  In order to attract boats of greater capacity, 

Mason & Barry arranged for the dredging of the river between Pomarão 

and VRSA.  They also arranged towing facilities for sailboats when the 

wind was not favourable. Many river boats brought mineral down from 

Pomarão and transferred their loads to sea-going ships at the mouth of 

the Guadiana. There was a customs house in VRSA, where the 

calculation of the dues on the transported ore was carried out. VRSA 

also had a resident British consul who recorded the births marriages and 

deaths of British nationals. 



116                        48th Annual Report, ©2021 British Historical Soceity of Portugal                  

 

The last mineral left the mine in 1966; and in 1968 Mason & Barry 

was wound up. Ownership of the whole complex then reverted to La 

Sabina, which in 1984 allowed the mining concession to lapse. 

Other mines in the Alentejo 

By 1882, as reported in the Boletim de Trabalho Industrial, a total of 

142 mining claims had been registered in the Alentejo, although only 

38 were actually being worked. In 1883, it was reported that only São 

Domingos was being exploited. Of the other substantial mines, Aljustrel 

had been begun in 1847, but ceased working in 1867; it was ceded to 

Companhia de Mineração Transtagana, and operated again until 1881.  

Only after cession to the Société Anonyme Belge des Mines d´Aljustrel 

in 1898 did the mine have any continuity of production.  Similarly, 

Lousal suffered a stop-start life, until the concession was acquired by 

another Belgian mining group. Other sites, Caveira, Chança, Bicada and 

Moitinho were also unable to produce continuously for various reasons. 

The opening and working of mining operations in the south of Portugal 

was difficult. The quality of mineral was clearly important, but so was 

the cost of the necessary mining equipment, most of which had to be 

imported. But the crucial factors for all mining enterprises were first, 

access to a supportive capital market, and second, the essential means 

for continuous export of mineral. It was Mason & Barry´s access to 

capital and its ability to open an export route which guaranteed its 

success.  

The Rio Tinto Mine 

The complex at Rio Tinto was much bigger, and had also been worked 

in ancient times. From the very beginning of the reign of Philip II in 

1556, Spanish investigators had been directed to this abandoned spot, 

and had been astonished at the amount of mine spoil removed by 

previous generations. There were later Spanish attempts to work the 

site, none of them successful. In 1853, the Spanish government had 

opened the way for foreign investment, and the rights to work the site 
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had been bought by Deligny. The Rio Tinto mines were, in due course 

bought by British capitalist Hugh Matheson in 1873.  Investment in 

modern mining operations and new processing facilities later catapulted 

the operation to the top producer of copper in the world. 

Mina de São Domingos 

In the process of drawing up plans to work the site, Diogo (James) 

Mason1 discovered 50 ancient Roman pits. At first, workers came over 

from the Rio Tinto complex in Spain, a heterogeneous multitude of 

Belgians, English, French, Germans, Italians, Scots, Spanish and 

Welsh, together with a smattering of Portuguese. 

By January, 1859 Mason & Barry had begun to work the mine and, 

in that year, they extracted 14,658 tonnes of pyrites. Their average 

workforce was about 300 

men. There were pithead 

gears drawing mineral 

from as deep as 75m and 

manually-operated 

drainage pumps, which 

was very expensive. The 

means of pumping soon 

changed to the use of 

mules and soon after that 

the company introduced 

steam-powered pumps.  

For the first three or four years of production, the mined product 

was exported in carts drawn by mules to the river port at the hamlet of 

Pomarão, where it was piled in stacks, awaiting river transport. This 

method of transport was slow and uneconomic and led James Mason at 

this point to make a crucial decision.  He recognised that no mine could 

                                           
1 It has been a longstanding practice of the Portuguese to maintain foreigners’ surnames 

in their records, but to translate forenames to the nearest equivalent in Portuguese. 

Remains of the wharf at Pomarão 
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be worked profitably unless it was able to export its product 

continuously, and he applied for and received permission to construct a 

railway between the mine and Pomarão, the nearest navigable point on 

the River Guadiana. The distance as the crow flies is 13km, but the 

railtrack actually covers almost 18km. After the railway was 

inaugurated in 1862, Mason applied for and received permission to 

import a locomotive from Tharsis for a trial period.  While this 

experiment was conducted, the railway was worked by mules. This 

method was very expensive, since it involved the wages of many mule 

drivers as well as the cost of feeding and housing the animals. 

The first 

manager of the 

mine, Charles 

Pringle, had 

carefully re-

established the 

old shafts and had 

sunk new ones. 

The mine was 

being worked on 

the same basis as 

it had been 

worked nearly 

2,000 years 

earlier and by 

1865 there were 

27 vertical shafts 

serving as means 

for ventilation 

and drainage, as 

well as for access for mineworkers and for the extraction of the mineral. 

In addition, the company built a mine office, and some houses. São 

Domingos was becoming a village, where before there had been nothing 

but a hermitage.   
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By 1864, São Domingos had become the most productive copper 

mine in Europe, and all of its output was transported by the Pomarão 

railway. At the International Exhibition at Porto in 1865, James 

Mason´s catalogue on the mine showed that the mine employed 900 

people, and while the railway was under construction, this number rose 

to more than 5,000. The difference between the success of São 

Domingos, and the difficulties experienced at Aljustrel and Lousal is 

illustrated by the difference in their transport systems. Aljustrel´s 

difficulties eased in 1898, and those of Lousal in 1900, once their rail 

links had been established. Mason had resolved the transport difficulty 

very early and effectively, which gave Mason & Barry an unassailable 

competitive advantage. Not only did Mason have the vision to create 

the railway, but he also had access to the British capital markets, which 

gave him the financial muscle to build the railway, and later provided 

the financial stamina to survive the complete rebuilding of the mine. 

Opencast 

By 1866, international competition caused Mason to realise that he 

required a more productive work practice at his mine. In 1867, he was 

granted permission to work the mine by opencast methods. From 1867 

onwards, the whole of the hill covering the mine workings was removed 

to make way for a huge open pit; pillar and stall workings were 

established in galleries opened into the side of the cutting. Until 1868, 

the whole effort of the movement of mine spoil was made with mules.  

The use of steam locomotives to draw out the spoil greatly 

increased the efficiency of the work. The old hermitage was removed 

and the newly constructed mine offices and workers´ housing were 

demolished.  The pit went to a depth of 32m, and the work to remove 

45,000m3 of overburden continued until 1880, by which time the 40m 

hill, which workers from the Roman era would have recognised, had 

completely disappeared. The open pit eventually reached a depth of 

122m, and the underground workings2 went down by a further 280m. 

                                           
2 Contra-mina in Portuguese. 
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The Main Pit, now semi-submerged in water 

The change of working method had been predicted in 1857 by 

Carlos Ribeiro, who wrote that the opencast method was already used 

at Tharsis, in Spain. Since the two companies were closely related and 

as their engineers were familiar with both sites and the deposit at São 

Domingos was similar to that of Tharsis, it was logical that they would 

operate in the same way. The new management offices were 

constructed in 1874 at a distance from the workings, and these offices 

live on to this day as a hotel (at first the Estalagem, then Hotel de São 

Domingos and now the Alentejo Star Hotel). The offices also provided 

the living accommodation for the General Manager. The workers’ 

housing was constructed in terraces further away from the mine. 

   

The workers housing (left) and the head office, now a hotel (right) 
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Contemporary documents refer to the strange appearance of the 

mine, enveloped in black smoke, a red dust rising from the ground, the 

noise of the machines continuously at work, the constant movement of 

workers and at night the light over the workings. Many writers refer to 

the suffocating heat, the dust which penetrated the body and stuck to it. 

The difference in the cleaner atmosphere near the administration block 

was noticeable.  The reporter who commented on the 1907 strike wrote: 

In the village, the houses are carefully whitewashed but do not impress 

for their cleanliness, and the Portuguese areas make an obvious 

contrast in terms of hygiene with that part which is exclusively English.  

A fire broke out in the underground galleries of the mine in 1903, 

and it proved impossible to extinguish it.  Mineworkers constructed iron 

doors to cut off the burning area of the mine, and played water on the 

doors in attempts to reduce the temperature.  The fire was still burning 

four years later. The products of combustion must have included 

sulphur dioxide, which if inhaled would create dilute sulphuric acid in 

the lung.  It is difficult to see how any mineworker might have avoided 

breathing in the smoke in the underground workings. 

The Philadelphia and Lisbon Exhibitions 

At the International Exhibition at Philadelphia in 1876, Mason & Barry 

Ltd had its own exhibition space devoted to the São Domingos mine.  

Their catalogue showed that the mine had between 1,500 and 2,000 

employees, the number determined by the work required. The river port 

at Pomarão could load 1,500 to 2,000 tonnes per day, and the output of 

the mine required 400 to 500 ships per year, of a capacity between 250 

and 1,500 tonnes.  The catalogue (published in English) went on to say: 

The population of São Domingos, founded by the enterprise, has 

at present 500 dwellings, a hospital and pharmacy where the sick 

are cared for gratuitously, a church, a large building wherein 

are the offices and also a public hall and a library, besides this, 
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large factories for the construction and repairing of cars and 

maintenance of locomotives, foundries, and blacksmith shops, etc.   

The excavating is done by contract at so much per cubic metre; 

the tools, gunpowder and other necessary materials are supplied 

to the miners by the enterprise at cost price. The enterprise has 

at the same time for the making and repairing of the tools a 

certain number of blacksmiths by contract to charge a fixed price 

for each article made or repaired; this price comprises only the 

actual labour, the enterprise furnishing the workshop, coal and 

other implements. The labour on the miners´ tools is paid by 

themselves. The extraction of the ore of the upper storeys is made 

by locomotives of 30 horse-power, and that from the lower ones 

is made by a stationary steam-engine of 90 horse-power placed 

at about 180m from the mouth of the tunnel that communicates 

with them. A second stationary engine works the draining of the 

mine, transmitting the movement to a single-acting pump at a 

distance of 200 m. 

The transportation of the ore to the landing place is done over a 

railroad with a gauge of three feet six inches by locomotives built 

in Leith, in Scotland, at an average of 55 horse-power. The 

distance is about 17 kilometres, but in part of the way the traffic 

is automatic. The construction of this road has been very difficult, 

with grades of 1:19 and curves of 50m of radius.  It was 

necessary to have locomotives of great strength and very short; 

the transport reaches 150 to 200 tons. In 1875, there were 

employed in this service eight locomotives and 400 cars; besides 

this, 15 locomotives were used in extracting the ore and earth 

digging. 

The Revista de Obras Publicas e de Minas in 1883 published a 

report by the competent public engineer at Beja about the mine at São 

Domingos.  The report showed that from 1868 to 1880, the mine 

employed a daily average of 1,320 workers. He added that apart from 

the few skilled English contracted by the mine, there were many 
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Spaniards who were employed mainly on the drills, which was their 

preferred work, and a few Italians3 who specialised in plank work.  

Because the Spanish mines were close by, the Spaniards were always 

coming and going. Most of the mineworkers were from the Alentejo 

and the Algarve.  No particular skill was required in the open cut, and 

most of the Algarvians worked there, while the Alentejo men worked 

elsewhere on the surface and underground. The Portuguese were 

itinerant on the whole and did not work for long continuous periods of 

time at the mine.  The mineworkers themselves did not feature on the 

list of employees of the mine, together with their daily rate of pay, since 

they were employed by underground mine contractors, and paid by 

results. The report continued to declare that the General Manager of the 

mine was Visconde Mason de São Domingos, and that he had a number 

of deputy managers, each in charge of a different part of the mine: a 

deputy manager of the technical services; another in charge of the 

mining operation; and a third in charge of all transport and accessory 

works. The São Domingos mine had two laboratories for analysis, one 

at the mine itself and the other further away at Achada do Gamo.  

In 1888, the mine was represented at the National Exhibition of 

Manufacturing Industries, promoted by the Associação Industrial 

Portuguesa, held in the Avenida da Liberdade in Lisbon.  The company 

catalogue showed that the company made great efforts to avoid the 

transhipment of the ore from one type of mine car to another. As far as 

possible, the wagons of the same gauge were used, and they were drawn 

by locomotive where possible.  Otherwise, mules were employed, and 

in difficult underground passages the mine wagons had a gauge of only 

22 inches (0.56 metres). 

In around 1890, the mine suffered a setback, as the world price of 

copper fell, and general political instability led to a fall in production, a 

laying off of workers and rising unemployment in the region. The peak 

number of employees was 2400 in 1916. 

                                           
3 Actually Piedmontese. 
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The product and the demise of the mine 

During the initial phase of its working life, the massive amount of 

sulphur produced at the mine was an unwanted by-product.  Until 1863, 

the ore was set in piles at Achada do Gamo in the countryside and 

burned in a process known as ustulation, or it was roasted in ovens 

(calcinated) to remove the sulphur; the resulting copper-rich calx being 

for export. This practice created an immense amount of sulphur dioxide 

pollution, which damaged nearby agricultural production, and 

provoked strong opposition from the locals, in what must be one of the 

first local Portuguese protests in defence of the environment.    

The second process used by the company was to wash the ore 

either underground or on the surface.  Worked-out galleries were 

flooded, and the water enriched by sulphur and dilute metals was 

pumped to the surface. Alternatively, the ore could be washed at the 

surface. From either process, both sulphur and traces of metal could be 

recovered. Excess sulphurated water was jettisoned into local 

watercourses, which now became dilute sulphuric acid. This outcome 

was also not popular locally, and caused great damage in both the 

Chança and Guadiana rivers. The wet method at Achado do Gamo was 

abandoned in 1870. 

At other times, the pyritic ore was sold after it had been crushed.  

It was only later that the sulphur was recovered from the ore and refined 

separately at the units at Achada do Gamo.  At the beginning of the 

twentieth century, there was an upsurge in demand for both copper and 

sulphur.  The company built two plants downstream from the mine: one 

at Moitinha, the closer one, was where the ore was crushed; the other at 

Achada do Gamo, was where the sulphur was concentrated. The grades 

of the ore were on average 3% copper and 50% sulphur. Later, the 

untreated crushed ore was sent by sea to Swansea, where sulphur, 

copper, iron, lead and tiny amounts of gold and silver were recovered 

from the ore.   
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The production of the mine reached a peak in 19124: 

Year    tonnes  Year   tonnes 

1867 100,000  1962   115,438 

1870 182,000  1963 109,303 

1897 177,849  1964 98,913 

1898 169,775  1965 64,516 

1912 440,000  1966 562 

Many sources assert that this remote industrial island in the 

agricultural Alentejo was the first village in the region to have 

electricity. Electrical power was certainly used in mine processes from 

an early date, although it is not known when it was first installed.  

After the end of the Great War, demand for munitions slackened, 

and so did the demand for sulphur and copper.  The company then began 

to sell much of its sulphur output to the CUF (Companhia União Fabril) 

plant at Barreiro, near Lisbon.  CUF had been founded in 1865 as a 

soap-making company and moved into the fertiliser market in 1908; it 

later became a huge and wide-ranging industrial enterprise which was 

broken up after the Carnation Revolution of 1974. In 1932, in order to 

increase production for this customer, Mason & Barry inaugurated a 

new unit at Achada do Gamo, and in 1943 it installed a second unit at 

the same place.  Greater demand for both copper and sulphur for the 

armament industries in the Second World War led to a rapid deepening 

of the workings down to their lowest level at 420m. 

At the end of the 1950s, it was predicted that the mine would close 

in 1965 or 1966.  In the seven years before closure, an amount of work 

was done to identify whether any other industry could make use of the 

plant and workforce in situ at Mina de São Domingos.  In 1959, there 

were 1,471 workers at the mine, of whom 285 were employed at 

Achada do Gamo and 129 on the railway. Of all the functions, one 

                                           
4 These figures likely represent the amount of mineral which was exported, as measured 

by the customs officials at VRSA. Data is not available for the fifty years up to 1962. 
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unusual post stands out – the company employed one sacristan. The 

rapid development of the workings clearly led to a premature 

exhaustion of the mine.  In 1962, the sulphur plant at Achada do Gamo 

closed and in 1966, the mine drew its last underground load.  

The narrow gauge railway 

James Mason´s realisation that rapid export was essential to the life of 

the mine, and his success in building the railway between 1860 and 

1862, ensured that the Mine at São Domingos could flourish. The mine 

installed one of the first industrial railways in Portugal. The first 

operating railway in Portugal had opened a mere four years earlier in 

1856 between Lisbon and Carregado. 

The railway at the mine was just under 18km long and, in due 

course had the following stations: Mina de São Domingos – Moitinha 

(crushing plant) – Achada do Gamo (sulphur extraction and 

concentration) – Telheiro – Santana de Cambas – Monte dos Bens – 

Salgueiros – Pomarão. Pomarão also grew from nothing to become the 

essential river port for the new mine. At first, the mineral was 

transported in carts pulled by mules and stockpiled awaiting its 

shipping, but eventually the railway terminated at a wharf or ‘staith’, 

where wagons could tip the ore directly into waiting ships. The port 

accepted both sailing and steam ships.  The company arranged for the 

Guadiana to be dredged; for towing facilities for sailing ships; and for 

the import of coal for the steamers and for the locomotives. At Pomarão, 

there were houses, offices, a warehouse for storing imports and a store 

of mineral for export. 

Over the first five years of its life, the railway was powered by 

mules.  When the first locomotive D Estiphânia came into service in 

1864 there were difficulties, since the mule drivers could see their 

livelihood disappearing, and they often blocked the line in protest. As 

the mine was at that time expanding and becoming opencast, it required 

more labourers, and the company was successful in attracting many of 
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the almocreves (mule drivers) and seareiros (forage providers) to work 

in the mine itself. The railway had a narrow gauge of 42 inches and was 

worked by steam locomotives from 1865 as the mine output steadily 

rose. Total output was 400,000 tonnes in the nearly six years from 

March 1859 to December 1864.  By 1864, 563 ships visited Pomerão 

in the year, the number increasing with the output of the mine.   

Over the life of the mine, at least 37 locomotives worked on the 

railway.  Two were built at São Domingos (Mina in 1902 and Mosquito 

in 1922), but most were built at Leith and imported. The last three of 

the mine´s locomotives were built in 1952. The railway stopped 

working in 1968, and all of the railway equipment was sold, much of it 

for scrap. Nowadays, only the railway bed, together with tunnels, exists.  

The metal of the railway and all of the sleepers have disappeared. The 

names of the locomotives show an appreciation of both history and 

current or contemporary politics, ranging from D. Afonso (1870) and 

Camões (1872), through to Algarve (1914) and Douro (1952).   

It is interesting that the Pomarão railway was used not only for the 

export of mineral, but also for the import of machinery, mail and other 

English goods and luxuries for use at the mine itself. It was also used 

by the English residents at São Domingos in a passenger capacity 

because it was the quickest way for passengers from England to reach 

the mine and, of course, to return to Britain. It was also the quickest 

way to reach Lisbon. Inscriptions in the graveyard bear witness to the 

dangers of accident and disease undergone by English passengers on 

their way to and from the mine. The Lower Guadiana suffered an 

enormous flood in December 1876, in which the village of Pomarão 

was overwhelmed, and had to be completely rebuilt.  

The Tapadas 

Over time, the company constructed seven dams, and the resulting 

reservoirs filled naturally. These reservoirs are known as tapadas, and 

the biggest is Tapada Grande on the opposite side of the main road 
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from the palácio, the mine offices. The purpose of these reservoirs was 

to provide water for the wet processes of treatment of the ore. The 

Tapada Grande always had sweet water which, among other purposes, 

supplied the domestic requirements of the village. The other reservoirs, 

on the other hand, including the next largest, the Tapada Pequena, were 

contaminated by sulphur.   

The location to the north of the mine had featured in the responses 

to the Memórias Paroquiais of 1758. The sulphurated water had been 

used for centuries to treat skin conditions, and the site was known as 

the Pego da Sarna, (the Scabies Pool), or Pego de São Domingos (St 

Dominic´s Pool). The source of sulphurated water was likely the outlet 

of a drainage gallery for the mine workings dating from Roman times. 

Management 

Most of the senior employees of Mason & Barry Ltd were British and 

lived and worked in London or Lisbon. The professional men who were 

required to run the mine (engineers, doctors and accountants) enjoyed 

two weeks’ leave for each three-month stint at the mine. The mine 

managers and junior officials were for the most part British, and the 

language of management was English. The officials’ houses were close 

to the palácio, in the same area as the tennis court and the bandstand.  

It was only during the last years of the mine’s life that any of the 

management was Portuguese. 

  

The reconditioned band stand and tennis court 
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The life of the small British community, in its British microcosm, 

persisted for about a century. The recently reconditioned tennis court, 

the bandstand, the company school and theatre all illustrate the British 

character of the enterprise and the modus vivendi of this isolated British 

industrial island (ilha industrial). Over the life of the mine, the 

difference in status, language and culture produced social problems.  

The population explosion 

The population in the Mértola Municipal District tells the story of the 

economic importance of the mine in this poor region of south-east 

Alentejo. In 1849, the district had 10,757 inhabitants; as the mine was 

well-established by 1900, there were 18,910, rising to over 26,000 in 

the 1930s, before falling by more than a half after the mine closed, so 

that by 1991, numbers were lower than they had been in 1849. 

1801 1849 1900 1930 1960 1981 1991 2001 2004 

9,617 10,757 18,910 26,310 26,026 11,693 9,805 8,712 7,996 

  
<   Mine in operation   > 

    

The new village and its people 

After the destruction of the hermitage and the original mine houses, the 

company arranged for the building of a new terraced village, which was 

finished in 1880. James Mason had the village constructed as a model 

village, similar to Saltaire near Bradford and Decazeville in Aveyron.  
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The palácio (the mine manager´s house and mine offices) was built 

in brick, but the other houses were of taipa (rammed earth). The simple 

terraced cottages are white and single storey, but otherwise the design 

of the village owes much to the shape of contemporary coal mine 

villages in Britain. Very few if any requests to alter the shape and 

structure of the company houses were granted, even in the case of 

medical need. Occupants were not permitted even to choose a different 

colour of paint for their doors. In common with mining villages in 

Britain, the housing at São Domingos followed a rigid social pattern 

and people lived in areas conforming to their social standing. The 

Violeta district (bairro) was for engineers and overmen, and the 

Romana and Alto districts were for mineworkers. These remarks by a 

new mineworker are recorded early in the life of the mine: 

“The work is badly paid? Yes, I know.  I live in a hut? Yes.  But 

all this compared with how I lived in that selfish city (Lisbon) - 

is a great advantage5.”  

At the beginning of the life of the mine, workers would travel on a 

daily or weekly basis from the surrounding villages, the principal 

dormitories being Corte Pinto and Santana de Cambas. At first, the 

mineworkers were drawn from those already skilled in working 

underground, and were mainly foreigners from Spain, France, Italy and 

Britain.  In 1889, the minimum wage at the mine was 200 réis, and the 

maximum 960 réis, with an average of 383 réis. This rate was sufficient 

to ensure that the mine was never short of the necessary workforce, who 

found at São Domingos a standard of living and a certain comfort and 

well-being which they could never imagine in a rural occupation. 

In 1861, there were 400 mineworkers, and by the next year, already 

4,000-5,000. By 1865, there were already many Algarvians. From about 

1870 onwards, more and more Portuguese had acquired the necessary 

skills, and the workforce became principally Portuguese, mainly drawn 

from the Algarve and the Beiras, as well as the Alentejo. 

                                           
5 Literally cited as being “um bem incalculável”. 
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 In 1877, 67 Portuguese were also working at the mine at Rio 

Tinto, and it may be that they had learned their mining skills at São 

Domingos. A list in the archive of the Fundação Serrão Martins6 in the 

village records the various posts at the mine and the person occupying 

that post. Many posts became associated with people born at a certain 

location. For example, of those employed on the railway, a large 

percentage of the engine drivers, firemen and cleaners were born in 

Monte dos Bens. Indeed, a remark at the bottom of the page states: 

“They say in Bens when a boy is born, that the family members 

of the new-born pray that God make him a good engine driver!” 

In the early years, the mine worked for only nine months in the 

year, because in the rainy months there was too much water in the 

workings, and the drainage systems were not yet set up. All the workers 

were paid off on 31st October.  As many of the locals were also involved 

in agriculture, it follows that many of them had two jobs. As the mine 

lies near the Spanish border, São Domingos was prone to the 

lawlessness often associated with frontier towns, with the men from the 

Beiras7 who earned the worst reputation for disorderliness. The 

authorities complained that the mine took on any worker, in spite of any 

criminal record he might have. 

In compliance with the law, the company planted pine trees to 

mask the mine workings, but many of these trees did not survive, and 

from 1878, the company began to plant eucalyptus, which did survive.  

They masked the arid nudity of the countryside, and provided much 

needed logs for fuel. Nowadays, these eucalyptus plantations are still 

very much in evidence. The village church was completed and 

consecrated in 1867. It is probable that the company had promised to 

build a new church as a replacement for the demolished hermitage. 

Three bells were founded in London in 1866, using copper from the São 

Domingos mine, and these bells are still in the church. The church 

suffered a fire in 1938, and was rebuilt and reconsecrated in 1953. It 

                                           
6 Founded in 2004 by the Câmara Municipal of Mértola and La Sabina. 
7 Two regions towards the north of Portugal. 



132                        48th Annual Report, ©2021 British Historical Soceity of Portugal                  

 

was remarked on by Portuguese that the English company had paid for 

the construction of a Roman Catholic church, even though English 

people were used to Anglican rites. The school was inaugurated in 

1867, and the theatre was opened for the first time in 1868. 

  

The Church and the now-abandoned unloading platform and buildings 

The mine and the village had its own language. A mixture of 

Alentejano, English, Algarvian and Spanish.  One miner said that when 

he went to work in the north, at another mine, they all laughed at his 

expressions and no-one understood what he was trying to say.  

Health 

In common with many places at the time, the rubbish was infrequently 

collected and the presence of a great deal of water associated with the 

mine processes ensured a continuing plague of mosquitoes. The word 

used locally for fevers was sezões, which most likely meant malaria, 

which chroniclers have described as being prevalent as late as the early 

20th century. In 1912, a British employee called Victor Allan recalled: 

 “19th June – The heat is fearful tonight. Candles will not stand 

upright and butter and lard are liquid. (…) 30th June – weather 

blazing! Hughie, Josie, Mother and myself all down with malaria 

(…) 2nd July – mother has more fever and is very ill”. 

Indeed Allan’s grandfather, Philip Allan, had to leave the mine in 

1913 because of the illness which afflicted him, which resulted from 
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the inhalation of the sulphurous gases inside the interior of the mine.8 

Bedbugs (percevejos) were also notorious for provoking fevers, which 

affected many people.  

Mineworkers often suffered from a disease known as gorrotilho, 

caused by inhalation of too much copper, which caused the throat to 

swell and close up (known as tufe).  The cure was nearly as dangerous 

as the disease, as the surgeon would perform a tracheotomy, opening 

the airway below the throat.  The company also had a small hospital 

(referred to as a lazarete) well away from the palácio. 

The mine was very hot to work in, and there are stories of men 

catching their death of cold when they emerged into the cold air of the 

surface. To help protect the men, in 1878, the company installed pithead 

baths at the exit from the underground workings, where the 

underground workers could shower and change their clothes. The 

atmosphere of the mine was sulphurous and irritating, and 

mineworkers’ clothes were quickly reduced to rags by the acidic 

environment, which clearly had a similar effect on the men´s lungs.  

From 1878 onwards, the company provided clothing for the 

underground workers made of quality baize (fato de excelente baeta) 

and clogs (tamancos) were also provided, which were resistant to the 

corrosion caused by the minewater.   

The death rate among women and infants was high, possibly 

through the dangers of childbearing in such a remote and fever-ridden 

spot, and there were many widows in their 50s, which perhaps testifies 

to the unhealthy nature of work in this mine. Mine accidents were 

another danger, but in those days employers were loath to admit the 

number of accidents occurring on their premises, and the figures kept 

by the company are nearly meaningless. In 1929 a newspaper reporter 

gained access to the secret and real accident book in the hospital. He 

reported that in the nine months to 1st October, the book recorded 1,400 

accidents of all levels of gravity, with an average of five a day. With 

                                           
8 Source: an article in the Algarve Resident by John Measures. 
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the current very different attitude to Health and Safety, such a record 

would nowadays be intolerable. 

O Cemitério dos Ingleses 

Roman Catholic Portugal has always been reluctant to permit the burial 

of Protestants in Catholic soil, until the treaties between Portugal and 

Protestant England (1642) and Britain (1810 and 1842) allowed the 

establishment of cemeteries for the English in Lisbon (1717), Porto 

(1813), Figueira da Foz (1776), Funchal and Ponta Delgada. The British 

Cemetery (O Cemitério dos Ingleses) at São Domingos was established 

in 1860, before the reconstruction of the mine, and its soil was imported 

from England. Some of the headstones that remain are still legible. The 

occupants of the first grave shown below must have been Scottish, and 

the inscription inspires grief even with the passing of time: 

Sacred to the memory of DAVID AITKEN. Died at VRSA on 

the 20th August 1875, Aged 42 years. And of his beloved wife 

ISABEL DUNCAN. Died at S. Domingos on the 29th of the same 

month and the same year. RIP. 

Sacred to the Memory of Margaret Purves, widow of James 

Brown, Anstructer (sic) Scotland. Who died 28th November 1901. 

Sacred to the memory of DORA MAUD the dearly beloved wife 

of MARRIOTT WILLIAM CLINCH, who died at sea June 25th 

1901, And was buried in the Bay of Biscay aged 34 years. Also 

of Pollie, daughter of the above, who died in her infancy. 

Sacred to the memory of JOHN VENNER. Died at the mine of S 

Domingos, The 5th February 1867. Aged 39 Years Requiescat in 

Pace. 

[A broken headstone]  Also his mother who by his side doth lay 

peacefully sleeping until Judgment Day. MIRIAM LAMPLUGH 

who departed this life October 30th 1880, Aged 44 Years. And in 

remembrance of three beloved infants. 
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The missing part of this headstone read as follows: 

Sacred to the memory of William Andrew Lamplugh, Who 

departed this life September 24 1874, Aged 17 years 

Communal anger after the closure of the mine, fuelled by the non-

payment of wages, led to rioting and damage to the cemetery.  After the 

desecration of 1966, the cemetery is now kept locked and is watched 

over by twelve tall cypresses and the two urns at the gate.  

  

Mineworkers, on the other hand, were buried at Corte do Pinto, the 

parish in which Mina de São Domingos lies. At São Domingos, the 

village cemetery for the workers was only inaugurated in 1950. The first 

occupant is remembered thus: 

À memória de Joaquim António Anacleto. Vítima de um acidente 

de trabalho na contramina em 23-2-949 e a primeira pessoa 

sepultada neste cemitério. O Sindicato nacional dos operários 

mineiros mina de S Domingos 23-2-950 

Social tension 

In the early nineteenth century, Beja District had no industry. Olive 

presses, production of aguardente, honey, cheese, and cork were the 

main occupations, together with the small smithies associated with this 

basic rural means of production. In this isolated mining community set 

in this pocket of population in the middle of ancient agricultural 

practices, there was danger at work, uncertainty of employment, and 
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poverty, which next to the relative affluence of the management class, 

produced a constant danger of social upheaval. Since mineworking 

involves the use of explosives, the mine kept the powder under lock and 

key in a magazine, which added to the potential danger. In 1865, there 

was already a military police force on site comprised of 25 men, and 

nine years later, there were 50, as well as the private company police 

force and a small jail. By 1922, the GNR had its own station in the 

village. 

The local police lived a privileged life, and were supplied with 

water, firewood, electricity and the officers even had servants. Later, 

police were paid in part with tobacco and food. It is thought that the 

police here had the first telephone exchange in the country, but this is 

uncorroborated. Police in the village were always on the lookout and 

were able to punish even minor social infringements with a prison term, 

or even dismissal. The social tension was particularly manifest at 

football matches between the two local sides, which often resulted in 

fights between rival supporters and between supporters and the police.   

It seems that miners and striking go together. The first strike took 

place in 1865, and was about rates of pay. It is likely that this 

disturbance was connected with the forcible demolition of the hill, 

hermitage and new housing when the mine became an opencast pit.  The 

company immediately called in the military. 1875 saw further unrest as 

more housing was demolished to accommodate the growing size of the 

open cut. Maybe people had realised that the mine had a hazardous 

effect on local agriculture through the ustulation of the ore. The military 

presence was substituted by a private police force the very same year. 

National political unrest was also a time for strikes to occur, and 

the discontent surrounding the dictatorship of João Franco provoked a 

strike in 1907, and the coming to power of Oliveira Salazar provoked 

another in 1932.  On these occasions, police reinforcements were sent 

from Vila Real de Santo António and from Beja. The 1907 strike 

succeeded in reducing mineworkers’´ hours from 12 to 10 a day, and 

another in 1911 reduced them still further to eight a day. 
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A reporter was sent from Lisbon to cover the strike of 1907. It took 

him a day to reach Vila Real de Santo António by the recently opened 

railway; another day to get to Mértola by river steamer on the Guadiana; 

and a day to cross the Guadiana by ferry, and thence by horse and 

carriage to Mina de São Domingos (on the road which had been 

constructed only about ten years beforehand). He reported that in the 

course of his journey, he had never seen so many wild flowers as the 

flowers that he saw around the offices at São Domingos itself. 

This item appeared in a company memorandum of 1922:  

It would appear as if there were one or two agitators among the 

junior men. Undoubtedly the wages and conditions of work at S. 

Domingos are better than any other Mine in Portugal. The 

workmen appear quite happy and the womenfolk well dressed. 

Men also absent themselves more frequently than formerly, 

which indicates they are not very hard up, and Wine shops are 

very flourishing and the Cinematograph packed to the door. At 

the moment labour is ample and as the harvest is bad there will 

not be such a large exodus as usual. 

In common with the national politics of Portugal, the years of 

1924-1929, on the other hand, were particularly turbulent, as they were 

later in 1931 and 1932 when there were major strikes, after which about 

50 activists were either imprisoned or dismissed.  There was even need 

to call out the cavalry, which attacked a funeral procession. As the 

dictatorship of the Estado Novo became more established, the political 

and police repression of those years put an end to the workers´ 

movement at Mina de São Domingos.  

Children’s memories 

Children were not allowed to stray near to the company offices, unless 

on some errand, for which they were usually paid. But there was Sunday 

entertainment at the bandstand, when the rules were relaxed, and 

everyone in their Sunday best was welcome to hear the music. The 



138                        48th Annual Report, ©2021 British Historical Soceity of Portugal                  

 

memories of some of the children of mineworkers illustrate the different 

modes of life. These children, who are now very elderly, remember in 

particular festas sumptuosas sumptuous parties, (the parties at the 

palácio were famous in the region); tapetes e alcatifas altas e fofas, 

deep pile and soft carpets and rugs; mulheres que fumam, women who 

smoke; que jogam ténis who play tennis; que nadam, who go swimming.   

Sport 

The company sponsored two football sides, São Domingos and 

Guadiana, both of which were founded in 1922.  São Domingos Futebol 

Clube still exists, but Guadiana Futebol Clube is now extinct. Both 

teams played on a ground named after Cross Brown, who was a London 

director of Mason & Barry in the 1950s. The inscription over the gate 

at the entrance to the field bears the date 1952, and refers to a visit made 

to São Domingos in 1981 by the legendary Eusébio. The reconditioned 

tennis court, firmly in the British quarter, was clearly a British resource, 

and nothing remains of the cricket pitch.  The old company dovecote 

still stands by the river at Pomerão, bearing the tiled portraits of the 

company founders on its walls.  

Processions 

The Portuguese have always been partial to religious processions and, 

so long as the law allowed, they continued to hold a procession on the 

day of São Domingos (7th August). They also honoured St Barbara the 

patron saint of miners (and incidentally also of prostitutes, artillerymen, 

and thunder) whose special day is 4th December.  

In 1911, the new Republic confiscated all church property in 

favour of the state with the law of separation. Among other restrictions, 

it decreed that religious processions could only take place with prior 

written authorisation from the civil authority, to be given only in cases 

of the inveterate custom of most citizens (costume inveterado da 

generalidade dos cidadãos). It is hard to say when and where these 

permissions were granted. 
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Honours  

The birth of this mining complex was revolutionary in nineteenth 

century Portugal and as innovative mining equipment was imported 

from Britain, the site attracted visitors from all of Portugal and abroad.  

This railway in the remote Alentejo was the first industrial railway in 

Portugal, and the two dams of high capacity were unusual in that area. 

These and other innovative features attracted a visit by the unfortunate 

D. Pedro V in 1860, the year before he died. One of the mine’s first 

locomotives was named after his queen, D. Estephânia.  In the same 

year as their visit to Tavira and the Algarve, the second royal visit to 

the mine was by D. Carlos and D. Amélia in 1897, just before Mason´s 

elevation in the Portuguese peerage. 

The mine was held as an example of technological and industrial 

progress, while the village impressed as an example of British 

civilisation. In recognition of Mason´s successes at São Domingos, the 

Portuguese government first made him Comendador da Ordem de 

Cristo; then in 1866 he was made Barão de Pomarão; in 1868 Visconde 

de São Domingos (for two lives); and in 1897, Conde de Pomarão.  The 

arms that Mason chose on his elevation to Conde de Pomerão can still 

be seen at the entrance of the hotel.  They read Non vultus instantis 

tyranni, meaning Not the face of an overbearing tyrant.  Barry was also 

honoured by the Portuguese state, being appointed Comendador da 

Ordem de Cristo in 1876, and in the same year, Barão de Barry. 

Mason made donations to the Hospital e Misericórdia de Beja and 

the Santa Casa da Misericórdia in Mértola, and the local press was 

respectful of his donations to the poor of the region.  One press report 

described him in these terms, …louvável o comportmento do Sr 

Visconde do Pomarão, que, sendo protestante, fez construir uma 

formosa e elegante capela católica, para que os seus empregados e 

operários e suas famílias, alli vão assister aos ofícios divinos. In 1874, 

Mason even made a visit to Rome and was granted an audience with 

Pope Pius IX, on whom he prevailed to bless a number of holy objects.  
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On his return to São Domingos he distributed these rosaries and 

other artefacts widely among the people of the village.  

A local Portuguese newspaper carried notice of Mason’s death on 

4th April 1903.  It stated that he had been managing director of Mason 

& Barry until 1880, when he had handed over to his son. The eulogy 

describes Mason as a benefactor with a high degree of altruism.  People 

in want described him as a philanthropic gentleman.  He was known in 

the area as a man of culture, with refined and polished manners.  

The end 

Between 1859 and 1965, this mine produced about 25m tonnes of 

mineral, and in 1965 there were still 866 employees. Exhausted of 

deposits, the mine came to a standstill in 1966, and Mason & Barry 

stopped paying royalty to La Sabina. Mason & Barry went into 

voluntary liquidation on 25th April, 1968.  On quitting the area, Mason 

& Barry also left unpaid wages in the sum of 400 contos and debts to 

the social security system of 300 contos. According to the original 

agreement between Mason & Barry and La Sabina, the owners of the 

concession, when Mason & Barry gave up the licence to exploit the 

mine the whole of the property reverted to La Sabina. Mason & Barry 

were thus exonerated of any problem connected with the consequences 

of their exploitation of the mine. 

As soon as the royalties stopped being paid, La Sabina moved in 

and began to strip the mine of all possible valuables, much of it clearly 

for scrap.  La Sabina also inherited the terraced housing and all the land 

purchased by Mason & Barry (about 20km2), and their white boundary 

markers are visible along the edges of the former rail track to the south.   

Younger people in need of paid employment were forced to move 

away, many of them going either to Lisbon or emigrating to Northern 

Europe. Mina de São Domingos became a ghost village (locale 

lúgubre), its housing empty and rundown, lacking even the basic 

amenities of drainage, mains water and electricity. Older people, 

cheated of their pensions, continued to live in their substandard 
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housing, and now relied on their families for support. Not without 

reason, they felt, that Mason & Barry had been allowed to abandon their 

erstwhile employees, and that Mason & Barry and La Sabina should 

have been jointly forced to contribute both to resolving the human 

problems in the village, and to cleaning up the environment. 

In Mértola district, there was a considerable anger at the way that 

Mason & Barry and La Sabina had, with the connivance of the 

Portuguese state, avoided both their responsibility to their ex-workers 

and to any attempt at repairing the environmental damage caused by the 

mining operation.  Prime Minister Cavaco Silva visited the site in 1991, 

yet his promised enquiry into the closure of the mine came to nothing. 

The pit 

A long-lasting problem for the village is the enormous open pit left by 

the mining company. Over the years it has filled with water, but must 

be lifeless as it has a ph value of 2.5. Being so acidic, it is difficult to 

see how it can be reclaimed. Plant life is reluctant to return, especially 

near the rock crushing station at Moitinha and the sulphur-reclamation 

plant at Achada do Gamo, clearly due to the contamination of the 

environment with copper and sulphur. 

Regeneration and the mine today 

The mine has been closed now for just over 50 years. Many of the 

buildings remain abandoned, yet they have become a tourist attraction. 
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The unloading platform today (below) and as it was in the 1900s 

 

Former miners´ houses are being reoccupied, possibly by the 

descendants of the former miner tenants. The community is being re-

established, and with it there is a healthy community spirit. The old 

offices and residence of the manager known as the Palácio dos Ingleses, 

which was built in 1874 fell partly into ruin.  At around the turn of the 

millennium, the old building was fully repaired and extended with a 



48th Annual Report, ©2021 British Historical Society of Portugal                        143 

 

new wing and with its large swimming pool, it is now a very 

comfortable four-star hotel. In the hotel’s restaurant there are 

photographs of the mine and its buildings, and it is possible to deduce 

some of the original arrangements of the ground floor rooms. Most of 

the hotel accommodation is in the newly constructed wing, which also 

has an observatory.   

Within a stone´s throw of the hotel is the Tapada Grande, whose 

beaches and islands were formerly reserved for the British managers 

and their families.  Nowadays, it has an inland beach (praia fluvial), a 

bar and sun umbrellas and is open to anyone. In the hot and sunny 

Alentejo, this beach is an attraction not only for village residents, but 

also for visitors from neighbouring towns and villages.   

 

The Tapada Grande today, with an artificial beach and water sports 

The Museum in the village is run by the Fundação Serrão Martins, 

which was founded in 2004 by the Câmara Municipal of Mértola and 

La Sabina. Each of these bodies is represented on the management 

council of the Fundação, whose purpose is to assure the maintenance 

and regular functioning of the historic mine complex and Pomarão 

connection, administering and developing the patrimony as necessary.  
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Plant life is gradually re-establishing itself in this barren landscape.  

Eucalyptus trees, which have a poor reputation for flammability and 

water consumption have been well established from the very earliest 

years of the mine.  Species of Cistus and Erica are returning.  Pleasingly, 

these plants have concentrations of arsenic, antimony, copper, lead, 

manganese and zinc that are well below the range of animal toxicity. 

Summer Lightning, by Pamela Oldfield (Severn House 2006) 

Summer Lightning is a romantic novel, published in 2006, which gives 

some idea of the life of the Britons working at the mine just before the 

Great War. The novel shows: that the mining communities of Cornwall 

supplied at least some of the management of the mine; the importance 

of the River Guadiana and Vila Real de Santo António in the life of the 

mine; and perhaps strangely to us, although Australia is culturally 

similar to Britain, it was then perceived as a destination more remote 

and less well known even than up-country Portugal. As a romance, the 

book is neither factual nor historical, but it gives a flavour of expatriate 

life in the Lower Alentejo one hundred years ago. 

Conclusion 

The British presence at Mina de São Domingos is important not only in 

terms of the historical development of the mine, but also because of the 

foundation of various institutions with a British character. The 

construction of the theatre and of the church (with its British made 

clock, and British-founded bells), as well as the very architecture of the 

mining village are markers of the Britain of another age. 

The pronounced British characteristics at Rio Tinto in Spain due 

to the presence of the two British companies, Tharsis Sulphur and 

Copper Company Ltd, and Rio Tinto Company Ltd are better developed. 

The history of the British presence at Rio Tinto is well preserved in the 

form of the impressive long-abandoned loading quay in the port of 

Huelva, Casa Colón, the old administrative centre, and also the Casa 

Inglesa at Rio Tinto and the Casa de los Ingleses at Punta Umbría.  
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Some of the essentially British activities of tennis, football and sea-

bathing have taken root in Portugal and visits previously made by 

Britons from the mine to the thermal springs at Monchique would 

nowadays be considered unexceptional. A recent university thesis 

recommended the creation of a transnational themed tourist route from 

VRSA, São Domingos, Tharsis, and Rio Tinto, through to Huelva. 

From a purely British point of view, it is sad that the new British 

tourist visitors to the mine are for the most part completely unaware of 

the essentially British nature of the mining enterprise, which was so 

vigorous less than a century ago.  It is to be hoped that the establishment 

of a well-planned tourist route, taking in both the Spanish and the 

Portuguese mining experience, could encourage the appreciation of 

their importance and their common British heritage. 
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