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THE MONSTER MINE 

Burra Mine was world famous for the 
richness of ils copper ores and. for the first 
len years of its life. was the largest mine in 
Australia. Wealth from Ihc mine made 
fortunes for many of its original 
shareholders and its discovery marked the 
beginning of a period of unprecedented 
growth and prosperity for South Australia. 

The story of thc mine began in 1845 with 
the chance discovery of copper OfC by a 
shepherd ncar Burra Creek. Soon after. a 
simi lar find was made by another shepherd 
further 10 Ihe nonh. News of Ihc discovery 
reached Adelaide. a !Own already infected 
with mining mania because of thc success 
of the recently opened Kapunda Mine. The 
struggle for possession of this new copper 
bearing land quick ly followed. 

The interested parties resolved into two 
groups: the 'Nobs' and the ·Snobs·. The 
Nobs were capilalists and included the 
ownen. of the Kapunda Mine. The Snobs 
were shopkeepers and merchants from 
Rundle and I-lindley Streets 10 Adelaide, 
who fornled the SA Mining Associnlion. 

The government insisted that mineral rights 
to the two deposits could only be obtained 
by purchasing the ore-bearing ground and 
land between. A special survey was 
carried out in 1845 and the rival groups 
jointly bought Ihe land, now known as 'The 
Monster Mine'. and agreed to divide it 
equally, wi th each half containing one of 
the copper deposits. 

LoIS were drawn and the Nobs drew the 
so uth e rn h:llf. namin g their mine the 
Princess Royal: unfortunately the amount 
of mineable ore proved small and the mine 
closed in 1851. The northern haIr. dmwn 
by the Snobs, became the Burra Mine: this 
developed rapidly into one of the great 
copper mines of the world. 

By 1850. Burra was the larges t metal
liferous mine in Australia. and produced 5 
per cent of the world's copper up to 1860. 
More than 1000 men and boys were 
employed during this period. most of them 
Cornish. 

Production declined after 1860 and 
eventually underground mining ceased in 
1867. after reaching a depth of 183 metres. 
From 1870 until closure in 1877 it was 
wo rked by the revolu tionary open-cut 
method. This was one of the earlies t 
attempts to open CUI low-grade metal
liferous ore in Australia. but proved 
unprofitable. 

Between 1845 and 1877. Ihe mine 
produced about 50 000 lonnes of copper 
mc tal va lued at about £5 million 
(approximate value $150 million in 1994). 

The mine was reworked between 1971 and 
1981 by a modem open cut to a depth of 
100 metres. Ore containing about 24 000 
lOnnes of coppe r metal was produced 
during this period. The ore was convened 
to black copper oxide in a nearby plant. 

Thomas RoIH-ns. first C'UI,wm (If Iht' Burru Mlltt' 

ill 1845, RofN.rts WiU H'I,/llced by lien". R()(l(:lt 
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GEOLOGY 

The Burra orebody formed in a zone of 
heavily fractured dolomitc rock confined 
between two faullS. The trace of onc of 
these. King ston Fault, is visible in the 
southern face of the open cut as a distinct. 
steeply dipping. white band. This fault. up 
to 10 metres wide. marks the westcrn limit 
of copper mineralisation. 

The ore zone was up to 70 mctres wide and 
con tain ed brightly co loured oxidiscd 
copper minerals, chicfly malachite (green) 
and azurite (blue). Th cse occurrcd as 
veins. blebs and nodules in thc dolomitc 
host rocks. 

MOIIIM ... 

The rich oxidised ores were fomlcd from a 
much poorer body of copper su lphid e 
mineralisation over a period of millions of 
years. by a process know as secondary 
enrichment. The primary copper sulphide 
mincrals were possibly deposited 300 to 
400 million years ago near the end of a 
period of volcanic activity in this area. 

The oxidc ores originally cropped out at the 
surface but have now been mined to a 
depth of 100 metres. Low-grade copper 
mineralisation continues beneath the pit but 
cannot be mined profitably. 
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COVER: Burro Min t!. 18S8. Tal..ellirom a ptllloflmlJ:l dflm /I by \\'i/lial/l Bentley. a Ilid .\I,ost'ill/irer 
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(right). WIth tht' mint' o/fict'S ali(I Cl1fJ/(IIIIS' reside/wt's 11/ tht' Dtlc{ltrO/wd Courtesy Nalional Trusl. 



THE SMELTS 

BurTa Mine began operations al a lime 
when Swansea in Wales smelted much of 
the world's copper and led the. world in 
smelling technology. 

Copper prices were high and Ihe Burra 
Mine wa~ so rich thaI the company earned 
huge profits from the sale of ils ore to the 
Swansea smelters. However. the polcmial . 
for even grealer profit existed if Burra ore 
could be smelted close to the mine. 

Henry Ayers. secretary of the SA Mining 
Association. was not prepared to commit 
company funds to the construction of a 
smeller. 
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He did manage, however. to convince an 
English industrialist. H.W. Schneider. to 
form the Palent Copper Company 
specifically to smelt Burra ore at the mine. 

In 1848. 30 skilled Welsh smeltemlcn left 
Swansea with all the equipment needed for 
a smelting works. Within six months of 
reaching Burra the first furnace was fired; 
when completed in 1849, the Burra 
smelting house was the largest building in 
South Australia. A second smelting house 
was completed in 1854. Smelting at Burra 
ceased in 1868 although most of the ore 
was smelted al Pon Adelaide after 1861. 
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S_TGIII (1818·1880)0 Bllfra Burra MIIII'/roln the rear of/he pc.e SIne/1II11<: °WQr/.;s (dl'wilJ. IEN9_ 
Collection: The An Gallery of South Australia, Adelaide. 
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SURRA MINE HISTORIC SITE 
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BURRA MINE MUSEUM 

This open air museum has been established to conserve and 
interpret the remains of the mining and processing operations 
of the period 1850·1870. It is one of the most significant 
archaeological sites of this period of mining in the world. The 
museum includes the Enginchouse Museum. containing a 
reconstrucled Cornish beam enginchouse. and two other ruined 
enginchouscs. 

The museum is open daily. 
Contact the Burra Tourist Office (08 889 2154). 

Morphells £ngilleitoltse and Windinghollse . 



A panoramic view afthe Burra Mine c. /867 

Ar left are the large W(l/l'rwhe!!l. which powered the .\"(111' 

mill and crll sher. and Morphetts Engineho/lSt! ami 
Windingilollse. The water pllmped from t/ie mine rail 
along lite ol'erhem/lalllu/er 10 dril'e Ihe waterwheel. 
II/ Ihe left foregrolilUl are shingle-roofed are dressillg 
sheds: ill Ihe COllre is Peacocks Engine/lOUse, wltich 
haule'/ from sel'eral shafts, alld (1/ right are IIII' mille 
offices and caplaills' coltages. Courtesy Mortlock Li brary. 

Cmsher and oreJloors, 1858, by William Bentley. 

Ore IWIS mined by Ihe Cornish rribllle method whereby 
grOllps of miners worked ,feparate arew. ulldergrollild 
by COII/Nlet. Thl' ore was hallied to Ihe Sill' face ami 
cr/lshed in the water-powered crl/shl'/" hOllse (left). 
Cmshetlore was cOl/ceil/rated in /ollg sllnls (("e/llre) 
by 11(1IIc/-powen'll jigs and 1>/aced in separate Jlat
tOIJpec/ piles (frolll). Allhe ('lui of Ihe COllfraCI period. 
,-"dil'i'/llal I>iles were sample'l ami weighed 10 
de/l'rmine Iheir copper cOllfem. Each trifmle pari)' was 
t!tell paid a percelllllge of the I'allle of the ore. 
Courtesy National Trust. 
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