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I had read Rob Vernon’s Researchgate paper ‘Research Notes on Mule Power in the Sierra Gádor’, and he
knew of my research into mining development in the Sierra Almagrera so, whilst not surprised to receive a
copy of an aerial photograph of the Sierra Almagrera, I was delighted with what it showed.

Rob Vernon’s aerial photograph.

There was no mistaking the characteristic circle alongside a shaft as horse whim, or malacate, so I forwarded
the photograph to Antonio Jódar, who put a drone over the site. The drone’s pictures generated quite a lot of
excitement in the mining geek community, as it is very rare to find traces of whims in the area. Horse whims,
or in this region mule whims, were simple wooden structures, and the only likely evidence of one would be
the whim base. This would usually be a central stone with some kind of recess in to allow the mechanism to
turn. Quite often, this was no more than a stone with a hole in it. In some other areas, the animals’ circular
pathway can still be seen as a depression of compacted earth, but in the Sierra Almagrera they left no such
footprint.

Whims were simple wooden structures
which have left no trace.

You might, if you are lucky, find a stone
with a hole in it.

What the drone’s pictures showed was that this was no simple malacate, or horse whim, but one where the
machinery had been supported and housed in a purpose-constructed, possibly roofed, structure. This type of
whim is known in Spain as a baritel, and the only other one that I know of in the Sierra Almagrera is the one
at the Virgen de Carmen mine in the Barranco de Jaroso.
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A drone’s eye view.

Baritel de Carmen.

A G Jódar

Accessing the site was the next problem as it was obviously in a remote, little explored corner of the
mountains. Since it never had a steam engine, a track to it in order to transport a boiler had never been
constructed. So, it was over the rough, edging across spoil heaps, and generally keeping one’s fingers
crossed. Not something that I would have done alone, but it was well worth the effort! Here’s what was
found.

From below it looks like just any old mine.

As you climb up to it you see that its not.
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The whim platform was carved out of the rock.

More than 50% of the walling was county rock.

This 12 metre diameter baritel used the minimum amount of masonry by means of the clever use of the
topography of the site. The county rock tapers down to the masonry of the shaft on one side and down to the
masonry beam support on the other, even serving as a slight buttress to it outside the circle.

The masonry of the extraction shaft is centre left … … ... and centre right.
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The deep seatings for the main support beam, which kept the capstan and vertical shaft centred, are situated
in the rock and the masonry wall, and are at right angles to the shaft. Their height, and that of the shaft wall,
give an indication of the height of the capstan, while the diameter of the whole structure would indicate its
diameter.

The beam seating in the masonry.

The beam seating in the rock (circled)

Look what I have found!
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And, just where you would hope to find it, the central stone. Not just a simple stone with a hole in it either! It
is a rather sophisticated affair, which would have had a metal plate in it similar to the one below right.

Whim base.

Central stone.

It is not clear whether the structure was roofed. There are various small holes in the rock surround which
could have been roof supports but equally, they could have simply been supports for an esparto covered
partial canopy.
The extraction shaft itself is quite small, measuring not much more than 2 metres by one metre, but its
housing has much larger dimensions and was once a very elegant affair. It had arched extraction openings on
three sides, and the remains of the arches can be seen in the rubble where the walls have fallen outwards.

Above left, the shaft.
Above, shaft housing.
Left, the remains of one of the arches.
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Below the actual baritel is the remains of a forge, with bits of charcoal lying around the remains of the
hearth. Metal artefacts, possibly made in the same forge, were found, one of which was identifiable as part of
a mule’s bridle.

Metal objects found around the site. In the centre, part of a mule’s tack.

Below the forge is a latrine, a proper stone built toilet. O.K., so it doesn’t have a nice wooden seat, but that’s
not to say that it never had one, however it never had a flush. While there may have been other pit head
toilets in the Sierra, this is probably the only one that can be positively identified as such. (Workers’
sanitation was not a priority for mine owners.)

Two ‘loo’ views!

So, what do we know about this site? For the moment its name and location is classified information. Its an
old site that wasn’t worked for very long. This is evident from the amount and particle size of the spoil
surrounding the shaft. When the well known concessions plan was drawn up, the site, which was probably
abandoned even then, fell in the small area between the borders of three adjacent large concessions and is not
shown. Apart from scavenging any metal, and of course the timbers, the site was of no use to any of its
neighbours. That is not to say that it wasn’t encroached on underground, where no one could see, but that is
by the bye. So here in the 21st Century, we have still have the remains of this wonderful structure which I
hope that you too will be able to visit in the near future.
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“Occasionally the whistle of some machine, the characteristic tic-tac of some whim, or the singing of some
miners, remind the traveller of other scenes, of a very different nature, within the bowels of the earth you are
walking on.”
J. Pie y Allué, Mining Engineer, Sierra Almagrera, 1883
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