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      In a cleared space in front of the office of the Sharptor copper mine, Josh Retallick finished speaking and reluctantly took
         up his pen. Miriam, his wife, was seated on his left and mine captain Malachi Sprittle on his right. Standing about them unsmiling
         was the whole of their workforce, men, women and children.
      

      
      Slowly and deliberately, Josh made an entry in the large leatherbound ledger on the table before him. When it was done he
         picked up a rocker-style blotter and carefully dried the ink on the entry.
      

      
      Not until he was fully satisfied did he put down the blotter and slowly close the ledger. The action caused a brief stir among
         the watching men and women, but still no one said anything.
      

      
      Thin leather laces were glued into the binding of the ledger. Tying them together in a neat bow, Josh sat back in his chair.
         Only Miriam knew the depths of anguish he was feeling at this moment. In the darkness of the bedroom of their moorland home,
         Josh had spent much of the previous night agonising about the decision that he was having to take.
      

      
      Visibly moved, it was some moments before he could gather enough composure to speak, and Miriam reached out a hand to squeeze
         his arm in an affectionate and supportive gesture.
      

      
      Josh was in his late sixties now. Tall and upright, he boasted that he was as fit as most men half his age, but at this moment
         he looked gaunt and strained. Resting a hand on the closed ledger, he looked slowly from face to face of those who stood about
         him.
      

      
      When he finally spoke, his voice was charged with emotion.

      
      ‘You’ve just witnessed the last entry in the ledger of the Sharptor mine. All debts are settled and everyone who works for
         me has been paid off. The working life of Sharptor has finally come to an end.’
      

      
      His words released a sudden babble of sound. It was as though no one had dared speak whilst the last rites were being administered
         to the already deceased mine.
      

      
      ‘It’s a sad day, Josh – especially for you.’ The sentiment was expressed hesitantly by Malachi Sprittle, whom fate had decreed
         would be the last captain of the Sharptor mine.
      

      
      ‘A day I hoped would never come to pass,’ agreed Josh, aware of Miriam’s hand on his arm and trying his best to control the
         emotion he felt. ‘But we’ve kept going for longer than most. No one knows better than you that the mine should have shut down
         years ago. We’ve been working at a loss for the past five years – and struggling to break even for many years before that.’
      

      
      As those who had lost their livelihood on the mine began to drift away with undisguised reluctance, Josh looked out across
         the wide Tamar Valley. Beginning at the edge of the slope below Sharptor, it stretched for as far as a man could see, all the way from Bodmin Moor to its much larger sister moor, Dartmoor, no more than a faint upland
         mass on the far horizon.
      

      
      Born on Sharptor, Josh’s earliest memories were of the view before him now. He had no need to count the chimneys of the engine-houses
         that stood tall in the near-distance, rising above everything about them.
      

      
      There were eleven in number. For very many years he had stood here on this spot, watching the smoke belching from those same
         chimneys. Weather vanes for the capricious wind, they had also been barometers of the fortunes of Cornwall’s equally unpredictable
         mining industry.
      

      
      Smoke rising from an engine-house chimney signalled a return on the investments made by the mining adventurers. It also indicated
         that money was going into some five thousand homes, providing food, clothing and warmth for the occupants and dignity for
         the man of the house.
      

      
      Today there was no smoke. Washed clean by the previous night’s rain, the sky between chimney and heaven was unblemished by
         God or man.
      

      
      Josh surveyed the scene with great sadness. During his lifetime he had witnessed both the heyday and the passing of an industry
         that had been an integral part of Cornwall for some centuries.
      

      
      ‘Do you still intend staying on at the house here?’

      
      Miriam put the question to Malachi, who had stood up and was standing silently beside Josh.

      
      ‘If that’s all right with you and Josh? Maggie and I are too old to move on now, Miriam. Our needs are small and I’ve got
         a bit of money put by. What with the garden and a pig or two, we’ll manage comfortably enough.’
      

      
      ‘You don’t need to ask me if it will be all right, Malachi,’ replied Josh, without shifting his gaze from the panoramic view before him.
      

      
      He would no doubt be leaving Bodmin Moor soon and knew this was what he would miss most of all. It was something he did not
         want to think about too deeply.
      

      
      He and Miriam had already spent many hours debating the matter. They had both accumulated sufficient years and money to retire
         if they so wished. However, Josh had made the decision to move to China clay country and continue to work. That way they could
         guarantee employment to those who had loyally served them for years and who would otherwise be left with little prospect of
         ever working again. The Sharptor mine had been one of only a handful still operating on Bodmin Moor.
      

      
      Returning his thoughts to Malachi, Josh said, ‘I’ve told you, the house is yours. It’s a return for all the years of service
         you’ve given to the Sharptor mine. You’ll not need to want for anything, either. Copper mining might have come to an end,
         but I have money coming in from my China clay shares. I’ve never regretted buying them. If I hadn’t, the mine would have closed
         nigh on twenty years ago. As it is, clay will provide work for any of the Sharptor men who are prepared to move. For their
         families too.’
      

      
      ‘The women will push their menfolk into moving, Josh,’ said Miriam. ‘They’ll need to have money coming into the household
         – though they’ll be as sad as anyone else to move from here.’
      

      
      ‘I’m not so sure all the men will be able to make the change.’ Malachi shook his head doubtfully. ‘You can’t tell a mole it’s
         got to change its habits and live above ground like a mouse.’
      

      
      ‘They’ve either got to change or leave Cornwall – leave England. Mining has always been my life and that of my father before me, but it’s all but finished, Malachi, as all
         thinking men know.’
      

      
      ‘It’s not logic but emotion involved here, Josh. For most of us mining comes as natural as breathing, or eating. It’s difficult
         for men to imagine life without a mine on their doorstep.’
      

      
      Josh made a gesture of hopelessness. ‘We’ve all got to learn that times have changed. Future generations are going to grow
         up without the clatter of a stamp in their ears. They’ll never have heard the earth-shaking thud of a beam-engine. It’s sad,
         Malachi, but that’s the truth of the matter.’
      

      
      As silence fell between the two men, Miriam looked up sharply. There was a sudden commotion among the crowd moving down the
         slope towards Henwood village. Suddenly men and women began turning back to the mine, following a young man who came up the
         hill at an unsteady run.
      

      
      When he picked out Josh, he headed towards him, scrambling to his feet quickly when he slipped on a patch of mud.

      
      ‘Mr Retallick …’ standing splay-legged before Josh, the man gasped out his words, fighting for breath, ‘the Notter mine …
         engine-house has collapsed … The beam’s slid down the main shaft … carried tackle and ladders away. Men too. The cap’n says
         we haven’t enough men above ground to set to and bring ’em out. We need help …’
      

      
      A few moments before, Josh and the men with him had been feeling sorry for themselves because of the closure of the Sharptor
         mine. All such feelings disappeared immediately they heard the distraught man’s words.
      

      
      Josh knew the Notter mine well. Situated on a hill on the far side of Henwood village, it had experienced a decline similar to that which had hit Sharptor. However, unlike Sharptor,
         the mine had attempted to maintain production by economising on such things as maintenance. Their engineer had left the year
         before. Recently, Josh had heard rumours that the engine was ‘running rough’ and shaking the engine-house apart.
      

      
      There would undoubtedly be miners hurt in the Notter mine disaster. Men whose need for work had forced them to keep to themselves
         any misgivings they might have had about safety on the mine.
      

      
      ‘Malachi, take all the surface men to Notter with you right away. Seth –’ he turned to his below-ground captain, ‘– collect
         as many shift-men as you can find. Miriam, can you and the women find bandages and anything else that might be used for injured
         men? Sam, bring a couple of wagons with tackle for lifting – spare horses too, for winching up. The Notter mine’s been running
         down for a long time, they’ll have little rescue equipment to hand.’
      

      
      Miners who had been listening to Josh’s instructions were running to various parts of Sharptor as he talked. They shouted
         to others still returning. Men and women ran to help, according to their capabilities.
      

      
      Some headed off immediately for the Notter mine. Others, older or less able, helped to load the wagons that would carry rescue
         equipment to the scene of the accident.
      

      
      Every man, woman and child worked to the limit of his or her strength. All had known mine tragedies in the area before and
         each had suffered some degree of loss.
      

      
      Death was a notorious stealer of husbands and fathers. He stood constantly by the shoulder of a miner.

      
      Suddenly, the troubles of the Sharptor mine were brought into perspective and set to one side. This was the dark side of mining that would never need to be experienced again
         by the Sharptor community.
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      When Josh arrived at the Notter mine he was presented with a scene of chaos. A large part of the stone wall of the engine-house
         had collapsed. Rubble and broken beams from the house were strewn around the head of the shaft, immediately beneath the spot
         where the giant iron bob of the beam-engine had been. Spars from the pithead structure protruded from the shaft entrance.
         Many more would have fallen into the shaft.
      

      
      Men were milling amidst the wreckage about the gaping shaft, but none appeared to be doing anything useful. Josh looked for
         injured men around the engine-house. To his surprise there were none to be seen.
      

      
      When he met up with Malachi Sprittle, the ageing Sharptor mine captain, Josh learned the reason.

      
      ‘We’re having problems getting to the men underground, Josh. The bob carried the ladders away for at least ten fathoms when
         it fell. It’s jammed, with the rest of the pithead gear, about forty or fifty fathoms down the shaft. I winched a man down
         there as soon as I arrived. He’s just come to the surface and says it’s a dangerous mess. We don’t know what’s holding the bob. It could break free again at any moment.’
      

      
      ‘What about the adit? Haven’t any of the underground men come out that way?’

      
      The adit was a drainage tunnel, dug through the hillside to the main workings. It should have provided an escape route for
         any men trapped in the mine.
      

      
      ‘This isn’t the Sharptor, Josh. Things have been let go. All the lower levels are flooded because the adit tunnel collapsed
         and no one did anything about it.’
      

      
      ‘How many men are underground?’

      
      Malachi shook his head. ‘No one knows for certain. Twelve at least. Possibly twice that number.’

      
      ‘We’ve got to do something to bring them out. Where’s the man who was winched down the shaft?’

      
      A small crowd of Sharptor miners had gathered around them. Aware there were men below ground to be rescued, they looked to
         Josh and the Sharptor mine captain to give them orders. One of their number stepped forward now.
      

      
      ‘I went down, Mr Retallick.’

      
      Josh knew the man. He was an experienced miner. Any report he gave would be accurate. He nodded his head in silent acknowledgement
         of the man’s courage. A tangle of broken and dangerous pitwork still hung over the shaft opening. It could have fallen at
         any time.
      

      
      ‘The adit’s blocked. Our only chance of reaching the men underground is to clear the shaft. What’s it like down there?’

      
      The Sharptor man shook his head doubtfully. ‘It’s a mess, Mr Retallick. The end of the bob’s poking up through a whole jumble
         of timbers, ladders and the like. I don’t know what the other end’s resting on, but there’s a lot of weight in a bob. It could
         go at any time – and there’s nigh a hundred fathoms of shaft down below the blockage.’
      

      
      ‘There’s no other way in. We can probably blast enough of the tangle away to get the men up, but they need to be warned first,
         otherwise some of them are likely to be trying to climb the shaft. We also need to place the charge beneath the wreckage. Do you think it’s at all possible for anyone to get through?’
      

      
      The miner shook his head, but with less certainty this time. ‘There are spaces among the wreckage, but they’re very small. To my mind the only thing likely to get through is one of they monkeys
         I’ve heard tell of.’
      

      
      ‘So it isn’t a solid mass blocking the shaft?’ Josh clutched at the only faint glimmer of hope the man’s report had given
         him.
      

      
      ‘Well, I didn’t stand on it for fear it’d give way under me, but I saw a gap or two. I didn’t go close enough to see any more
         than that.’
      

      
      ‘You can’t ask a man to risk his life among the mess down there, Josh. It’s likely to collapse at any time.’

      
      ‘Can you think of any other way, Malachi?’

      
      The Sharptor mine captain could not, but shook his head dubiously.

      
      At that moment a young man, stoop-shouldered and thin to the point of emaciation, stepped from the crowd which had been listening
         to the conversation of the two men.
      

      
      ‘Is there something I can do down there, Josh?’

      
      The young man was Darley Shovell, a great-nephew of Josh’s. His home was in St Austell, some twenty-five miles away, in clay
         country. With his sister, Lily, he had been sent to stay with Josh and Miriam on Bodmin Moor for a few days. His mother, Lottie,
         hoped the moorland air might improve his ailing health.
      

      
      ‘You, Darley?’ Josh looked at the slight young man and tried to keep the pity he felt for him from showing. ‘It will take
         a team of men and lifting gear to make an impression on the tangle down there without risking more lives.’
      

      
      ‘Uncle Josh is right.’ A slim, bright-eyed young girl of about nine stepped forward and took Darley’s hand. ‘It’s dangerous
         in the shaft. Ma would be angry if she knew you were even thinking about going down there.’
      

      
      ‘I’m not talking of trying to shift anything, but if there’s room to squeeze through to the men who’re trapped, I reckon I
         could manage better than anyone else.’
      

      
      ‘You were sent to the moor to improve your health, Darley. Your ma …’

      
      ‘Why do you and Lily keep bringing Ma into this? She’s not here to say yes or no. Besides, one of the first stories I can
         remember being told was how, when Ma was a young girl, she was saved from a fire in the Sharptor mine by Pa. He squeezed through
         a narrow space in the roof to do it, I believe? The story’s repeated every time more than two of the family get together.
         I would hope she’d understand, Josh. Especially as there are miners down there, some of them injured no doubt. They’ll be
         relying upon someone up here to do something to save them.’
      

      
      It should not have taken Josh by surprise that, although Darley’s body appeared weak, his resolve was not. Darley’s mother,
         Lottie, was one of the strongest-minded women that Josh knew. His father too was a strong-willed man. He had organised a powerful
         Benevolent Association of clayworkers in the St Austell area of Cornwall, despite considerable opposition from the works’
         owners.
      

      
      ‘Let me go down there,’ said Lily, unexpectedly.
      

      
      Despite the seriousness of the situation, Josh smiled. Lily certainly had the determination and grit required for the task,
         and she was probably no more than half her brother’s weight.
      

      
      ‘This is a man’s job, Lily. Besides, you’d get yourself all tangled up in that dress.’

      
      ‘I’d take it off,’ she declared defiantly, the remark bringing more than one chuckle from the anxious miners who had been
         listening to the exchange.
      

      
      ‘If we don’t do something soon the men trapped underground will try to do something for themselves,’ said Malachi, grimly.
         ‘They’re likely to bring the beam and everything else down on them.’
      

      
      Josh knew he spoke the truth. The Notter miners would not be aware that the Sharptor men were above ground planning their
         rescue. They’d believe they could rely only upon the scant resources of a run-down mine.
      

      
      ‘You’re right, Malachi.’ Josh arrived at a quick decision. ‘Very well, Darley. I’ll let you go down the shaft because you’re
         our best hope to get through to the men down there. But you take care, you hear? I’ll be in enough trouble when your ma finds
         out what I’ve let you do. If you hurt yourself my life won’t be worth living.’
      

      
      He walked away from the head of the shaft, the shrill voice of Lily, raised in protest, ringing in his ears.

      
      The rope harness hurt Darley beneath his armpits as he was lowered slowly down the mine shaft on the end of a stout rope.
         Too excited to worry very much about it, he wriggled inside the harness in a bid to make it more comfortable.
      

      
      In his hand, Darley held a thinner cord, being paid out alongside the rope that supported him. With this he could signal to the men at the top of the shaft. One pull to stop lowering or drawing up. Two tugs to lower him. Three
         to pull him up.
      

      
      Glancing up at the dwindling entrance to the shaft, Darley tried hard not to allow the fear that kept welling up inside him
         take over. For the first time in his life he was doing something important for others, instead of having them take care of
         him.
      

      
      Darley was nineteen years of age now, but he looked much younger. It seemed to him he had been ill for most of his life. He
         could not remember a time when he had not suffered from fatigue, or a cough that frequently left him helpless. He was always
         being told he should not do this or that, at a time when the other members of his family seemed to be doing whatever they
         wanted. He had been forced to spend a great deal of time inside the home. Nevertheless, he had made use of this by learning
         all he could about everything contained in the many books his father acquired for him.
      

      
      In spite of the situation in which he now found himself, Darley grinned nervously. His mother would be horrified if she knew
         what he was doing. She had always molly-coddled him to the point of embarrassment. Josh had been right, she would make his
         life unbearable if anything went wrong. Darley determined it would not.
      

      
      He had almost reached the tangled wreckage that blocked the shaft now. Unhooking the paraffin-fed bull’s-eye lantern that
         glimmered at his belt, he turned up the wick and directed the light downwards.
      

      
      Protruding up through the tangle of wood, masonry and steel was one rounded end of the great iron bob that had brought down
         tons of masonry when it crashed from its axis in the engine-house. In reality the bob consisted of two giant beams, linked side by side, the whole weighing more than sixteen tons.
      

      
      It lay at an angle, the lower end apparently snagged on something in the shaft. Even with much of it buried in the tangle
         of debris, the bob dwarfed Darley as he slowly descended beside it.
      

      
      He gave a sharp tug on the cord as his feet landed on a timber. The men above ground were slow to respond. The rope to which
         he was attached snaked over the wood beside his feet before jerking to a halt. He cursed at the tardiness of their reaction.
         Another time, his life might depend on the speed of their response.
      

      
      Darley swung the lamp to and fro, assessing the situation. He could see no obvious place where he might gain access to the
         shaft below, but the thought came to him that he might prove small enough to squeeze through the space between the two linked
         beams.
      

      
      It was a dangerous manoeuvre. He had no way of knowing what had brought the beam to a halt in its plunge down the shaft. If
         it were precariously balanced, his weight might prove sufficient to cause it to break away. It would then continue its drop
         down the shaft, snapping the rope that supported Darley as easily as a strand of cotton, carrying him with it.
      

      
      Squeezing through the gap between the two halves of the bob, he had to signal for more rope. When he had enough to go farther
         down he swiftly discovered there was wreckage beneath the bob too.
      

      
      Carefully, Darley tested his weight on a piece of timber that must have been at least six inches thick. It seemed to be firm
         and he breathed a deep sigh of relief.
      

      
      He was shining his lantern about him seeking a space where he might squeeze through when, without any warning, the timber
         gave way beneath him.
      

      
      He went with it for perhaps six feet. The supporting rope brought him up with a jerk that expelled the breath from his thin
         body. It sent a sharp pain through his chest, as though his ribs had been crushed.
      

      
      As he struggled with the pain, he could hear timbers bouncing off the sides of the tunnel. The sound grew fainter as they
         crashed towards the water, deep down in the heart of the mine.
      

      
      Three jerks on the rope, followed immediately by a single signal brought him back up to the bob. He supported himself in the
         gap between the two halves for a few minutes, grateful to be able to take the weight from the harness about his aching ribs.
      

      
      He had barely recovered his breath when he heard voices from the shaft beneath him. The sound made him forget his pain immediately.

      
      ‘Hello! Can you hear me?’ Darley shouted down the shaft, the sound loud in the confined space.

      
      There was a cheer from somewhere a long way beneath him. Then a voice called, ‘What’s happening up there? Have you come to
         get us out? We can’t climb any higher than the seventy-fathom level, the ladders have been torn away.’
      

      
      ‘The engine-house has collapsed. I’m here above you, sitting on the bob. It’s blocking the tunnel and will need to be blasted
         clear before we can get a kibble down to you. Is anyone seriously hurt?’
      

      
      ‘Jack Hooper’s got a smashed shoulder and he’s bleeding a lot. Charlie Coombe’s got a broken wrist. That’s all.’

      
      ‘How many of you down there?’

      
      ‘Nine.’

      
      Darley frowned. ‘They thought, up top, there were more.’

      
      There was silence for a few minutes before the same voice replied, ‘Two men were working on the rods in the shaft when we came on shift. We thought … We hoped they’d gone to
         grass before the accident happened.’
      

      
      Anyone working in the shaft when the engine-house collapsed would have been swept away by the falling debris. Darley knew
         this and so did the men to whom he was speaking.
      

      
      ‘I’ll need to go up top now and tell them of the situation down here. Stay well back in the level where you are now until
         we’ve blasted the beam free. It’s likely to take a while.’
      

      
      ‘Will you be tackling it?’

      
      Darley thought about it. ‘I expect so. There’s no one else skinny enough to squeeze through the tangle of wreckage here.’

      
      There was some conversation between the trapped miners before their spokesman called up again. ‘Who are you, friend? We don’t
         recognise your voice. You’re not a Notter man.’
      

      
      ‘I’m Darley Shovell, from St Austell. I came to Notter with the Sharptor men.’

      
      ‘Josh Retallick’s up top? Is he in charge of the rescue work?’

      
      ‘Yes.’

      
      There was another cheer from the men below Darley and the unseen man called, ‘Then we’re going to be all right. Good luck
         to you, friend. We’ll thank you properly when we set foot on grass once more.’
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      At the top of the Notter mine shaft Darley sat on the ground, surreptitiously rubbing his chest whenever he thought Lily and
         the others were not looking. He did not want them to know just how much he ached as a result of his underground exertions.
      

      
      ‘We’ll need to try to blast the bob clear …’ Josh was talking to Malachi Sprittle. ‘How much powder do you think it will take?’

      
      Malachi stroked his greying beard and shook his head dubiously. ‘I wouldn’t like to say, Josh. I’m not even sure it’ll work.
         We’ll be swinging the powder down among the wreckage with a fuse attached. What it really needs is to be set into a hole in
         the shaft wall, below the beam. That’s the only certain way of doing the job.’
      

      
      Josh rested a hand on Darley’s aching shoulder. ‘You’re the only one who’s seen it down there, Darley. Is there any chance
         that a man could squeeze through anywhere – and get back up again in a hurry?’
      

      
      Darley thought of his tight squeeze through the bob and the wreckage tangled about it. He shook his head. ‘Not unless there’s anyone skinnier than me. I had a job to make it.’
      

      
      ‘Then we’ll have to try to lower the explosive into the wreckage and hope for the best …’

      
      ‘It’s all right. I’ll go back down there and do it.’

      
      Now the words were out, Darley almost regretted uttering them. Those limbs and muscles that did not actually hurt, ached almost
         as painfully. Besides, he had already performed a task that was more arduous than any he had ever before attempted.
      

      
      Josh was aware of this. ‘You’ve done more than your share already, Darley. Don’t worry, our way might work.’
      

      
      Carrying a mug of steaming tea that had been made for Darley by one of the mine women, Lily overheard the conversation. Indignantly,
         she said, ‘Of course he’s done enough!’ Placing the mug carefully in her brother’s shaking hands, she said more gently, ‘Here,
         Darley. Drink this, it’ll buck you up. It always does.’
      

      
      ‘Thanks, Lily.’ He took the cup, trying hard to control the trembling that threatened to spill the tea. ‘I can do with this
         – but I’ve got to go down again.’
      

      
      Looking up at his great-uncle, he said, ‘I told the men down there I would, Josh. There’s one of them with a smashed shoulder,
         and they said he’s bleeding badly. If there was anyone else could do it I’d be more than happy for them to go instead. But
         there isn’t. If it’s to work, the job needs to be done properly. That means boring a hole beneath the bob and trying to blow
         it clear – and I’m the only one who can get through the wreckage.’
      

      
      Josh knew Darley spoke the truth, but he had grave doubts about sending the sick young man down the shaft yet again. ‘Have
         you ever set a charge before?’
      

      
      ‘No, but I’ve watched them doing it in the clay quarries. I know what needs to be done.’
      

      
      ‘Darley, you mustn’t. You shouldn’t have gone down the first time …’ Lily was close to tears.

      
      He reached out a hand to her. ‘I know you’re worried, Lily, and I love you for caring, but I’ve got to do this. You understand.’
      

      
      Despite her concern, Lily did understand. She understood her brother better than any other member of her family. She was aware of the pride and frustration
         that lived within his frail body. Reluctantly, she bit her lip and nodded her head.
      

      
      ‘Are you certain, Darley?’ Josh was less easy to convince than was Lily.

      
      ‘Of course I am.’ Handing the cup he held to Lily, Darley made a supreme effort and pushed himself up from the ground. ‘Where
         do I get the powder, and the tools for boring?’
      

      
      Dangling on the rope in the shaft, the bulk of the bob jammed precariously above him, Darley paused in his work to take a
         breather. The end of a spade-tipped drill protruded from a narrow hole in front of him. Another drill, secured by a rope,
         dangled at his belt. In his hand was a heavy, short-handled hammer, also secured to his belt by a rope.
      

      
      Such precautions were necessary. Three times he had dropped the drill before it was far enough in the hole to be safe. He
         had lost count of the number of times the heavy hammer had slipped from his numb and aching fingers.
      

      
      Darley was wearier than he had ever been in his life. The drill needed to be constantly turned in his fingers as it was hammered
         home into the hole. More than once his clumsy swing with the hammer missed altogether. It seemed to him he had been working for hours, yet the hole was still not deep enough to take the charge of gunpowder packaged
         up in a pouch slung over his shoulder.
      

      
      Darley worked as hard as he could, but he needed to take frequent rests. He quickly lost all count of time, yet he was aware
         that the rest periods were occurring more often, each lasting longer than the last.
      

      
      As he worked, the shadow of the giant iron bob was a threatening presence, looming ominously above his head. It provided a
         constant reminder of the task he had to perform – and of the danger he was in.
      

      
      ‘How’s it going up there?’

      
      The voice from farther down the shaft called to him for perhaps the sixth or seventh time, checking on his progress.

      
      ‘It’s coming on slowly.’ Darley resisted the urge to make an impatient reply. His task seemed to him to be taking a long time.
         It must seem even longer to the men waiting to be rescued. ‘How’s the man with the injured shoulder?’
      

      
      ‘He’s lost consciousness. I fear we might lose him.’

      
      ‘I’ll see if I can go any faster.’ Darley swung the hammer and it struck sparks from the drill. Again and again he struck
         the bit, even though the hammer seemed now to be four times heavier than when he started.
      

      
      Not until twenty more minutes had passed was Darley satisfied that the hole he was boring was deep enough to take the gunpowder
         he carried in the pouch slung on his back. Setting the fuse and tamping the charge home was the most critical part of the
         operation. By the time he had completed the task Darley was perspiring profusely.
      

      
      Calling a warning to the men who were trapped in the shaft below, he fumbled with numb and aching fingers to strike a flame from the matches he held. Eventually he succeeded. Moments later the fuse spluttered into life.
         Jerking urgently on his line, he began to rise, away from the explosive.
      

      
      Almost immediately, it seemed, Darley was tugging frantically on his cord once more. The drill dangling from his belt had
         caught up among the wreckage. As a result he was hanging only feet above the tangled mass, at a painfully acute angle.
      

      
      He had spoken to the men on the winch about their earlier tardiness before being lowered down the shaft for the second time.
         They reacted immediately to his signal. He fell back on to the wreckage, hitting his head painfully against the iron beam.
      

      
      Dazed, it was some moments before he recovered his senses sufficiently to bring the descent to a halt. Then, with increasing
         panic, he discovered he could not free the drill. In desperation he undid his belt and released it.
      

      
      Signalling for the men to pull him up once more, he felt the movement on the rope – but instead of rising up the shaft, he
         was pulled down. The slack rope had snagged on a piece of the wreckage!
      

      
      Desperate by now, Darley tugged on the rope again. Its movement ceased.

      
      Darley realised that the men at the top of the shaft must be confused by the contradictory signals he was giving them. Their
         alarm was as nothing compared to the fear he was himself experiencing.
      

      
      Beneath him the fuse was burning steadily towards the explosive charge set in the wall of the shaft – and he was tangled in
         the wreckage. At any moment an explosion was likely to blow the wreckage clear and send it crashing to the bottom of the deep
         shaft – carrying him with it!
      

      
      Reaching down, he found where the rope had encircled a beam. After a few fraught moments he was able to pull it clear. Another
         tug on the rope and he was rising up the shaft once more. The men above ground realised he must have run into difficulties
         and they were hoisting him at a much greater speed than before. More than once he was obliged to kick himself clear when he
         banged against the rough side of the shaft.
      

      
      He could see the opening of the shaft above him and had almost reached grass when there was a gigantic explosion far below.
         Enveloped in an upward rush of hot air, he was lifted faster than the winch-men could bring him up.
      

      
      Desperately fighting for breath, he was pulled clear of the shaft. As he was dragged semi-conscious away from the shaft by
         two men, he was aware of Lily shrieking in fright somewhere nearby.
      

      
      Then, still in possession of his senses, he was being lauded by the men about him. He recognised Josh’s voice telling him
         how well he had done – and then he passed out.
      

      
      Darley never knew how long he was lying unconscious. When he came to he was being held by his softly weeping young sister.

      
      ‘It’s all right … I’m all right, Lily. Truly I am.’

      
      Her response was to hold him even tighter to her.

      
      ‘I was praying for you, Darley. All the time I was holding you, I was praying for you.’

      
      Her words made him realise just how worried she had been about him. Their father was a Methodist lay preacher but most of
         the arguments in the household stemmed from the fact that Lily would not accept his teachings without question. He could not
         remember an occasion when she had admitted to anyone that she turned to prayer in moments of desperation.
      

      
      He struggled to sit up, embarrassed by her attentions.
      

      
      ‘You were very brave, Darley – but they shouldn’t have let you do it. They shouldn’t!’ There were tears on her cheeks as she
         repeated the words.
      

      
      ‘No one else could have done it, Lily. But he has been brave. Very brave. It will never be forgotten by the men hereabouts.’
      

      
      Darley felt embarrassed by Josh’s praise – and even more embarrassed when it was echoed later by the Notter men, winched up
         in a kibble from the depths of the shaft.
      

      
      After the seriously injured man had been carried away, the other miners crossed to where Darley sat, still recovering from
         his ordeal. Gravely, each man shook him by the hand and thanked him for what he had done for the trapped Notter miners.
      

      
      When Darley Shovell was eventually led gently away from the ruined engine-house, with Lily clinging tightly to one hand, he
         was more weary than he had ever been before. His bowed, slight shoulders sagging towards his narrow chest served to emphasise
         his gaunt frame.
      

      
      Yet, in spite of his obvious exhaustion, Darley was also happier than at any time in his life. There was a pride within him
         such as he had never known.
      

      
      Deeply aware of this, Lily tried to make the knowledge override the deep concern she felt because her sick brother had seriously
         over-taxed himself.
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      ‘The Ruddlemoor clay workings are good, Josh. Probably among the best in the whole St Austell area. Ten years ago it was three
         small separate pits, each barely scraping a living. Then Solomon Rosevear purchased them and brought them together. Trouble
         was, he spent more than he could afford on the purchase. It left him nothing spare to work them as one. He died a month since
         and his widow just wants Ruddlemoor taken off her hands.’
      

      
      Jethro Shovell was talking to Josh as the two men walked together across the springy green turf of the moor, two days after
         the Notter mine disaster.
      

      
      Jethro had walked to Sharptor from St Austell, but would be borrowing Josh’s pony and shay – a small light carriage – to take
         Darley and Lily home.
      

      
      While his son and daughter readied themselves for the journey, Jethro had suggested he and Josh should take a walk. He had
         something of importance to say to him.
      

      
      Josh feared Jethro might want to complain about the part his sickly son had taken in the rescue of the Notter Tor miners. Jethro had been informed of the rescue and had told
         Darley how proud he was of him, but it was possible he would want to protest at Josh’s part in the incident. However, he only
         wanted to speak of the Ruddlemoor China clay works. As they walked he gave Josh a detailed description of what was on offer.
      

      
      When Jethro paused, Josh said, ‘It’s tempting. Very tempting indeed. Especially as I believe the future of Cornwall lies in
         clay country, not here in copper mining.’
      

      
      Josh’s gesture took in the wide sweep of the moorland about the rocky crag that was Sharptor. Heavy, dark grey clouds were
         scudding off the moor, overtaking higher, less angry clouds before spreading out across the wide Tamar valley.
      

      
      There was an autumnal chill in the air. Josh thrust his hands deeper into the pockets of his coat and pondered the implications
         of throwing himself wholeheartedly into a new venture.
      

      
      It would be hard to leave Bodmin Moor. He had been born here, on the slopes of Sharptor. Among the mines, in a mining community.
         Mining was in his blood. Even during the years he had spent in Africa as a younger man, he had been involved in a number of
         mining ventures.
      

      
      But it was the moor itself he would miss most. Looking at it now he wondered whether, like Malachi Sprittle, he should forget
         the idea of taking on something entirely new. Perhaps he should remain here with Miriam, in comfortable retirement.
      

      
      Josh was an old man by the standards of the nineteenth century. There was certainly no need for him to keep working. He and
         Miriam had all the money they needed for their old age. Their only son, Daniel, was a wealthy man in his own right in Matabeleland, in Africa.
      

      
      From the place where he and Jethro were walking, Josh looked down upon the Sharptor mine. Behind the silent building was Henwood
         village, a handful of houses huddled together around the chapel. This was where most of the Sharptor miners lived.
      

      
      On the road between mine and village was a family group comprised mainly of young children. Each carried a bag, loaded according
         to the strength of its bearer, borne on back or shoulder.
      

      
      They were removing coal from the Sharptor mine. Several tons had been stock-piled before Josh took the decision to shut down.
         The coal had been donated to the villagers – his late employees.
      

      
      Miners had a long tradition of independence, Cornish miners more than most. Despite this, Josh felt he bore a responsibility
         for them and for their families. It weighed heavily upon him. He knew the strengths and weaknesses of every man who worked
         in the mine. Had seen them married and could call each of their children by name. They were part of the Sharptor mining community.
         Part of Josh himself.
      

      
      Suddenly, he reached a decision. He owed a future to these men, women and children. He would not let them down.

      
      ‘When can we go and look at this clay works?’

      
      ‘The sooner the better.’ Jethro was surprised at the speed with which Josh had made up his mind, but he replied eagerly. ‘We
         should do it before someone from up-country comes along and puts their money down.’
      

      
      ‘I’ll come along to your place tomorrow morning. We’ll go and look at it some time in the afternoon. Miriam will probably
         come too. Hopefully, she’ll take some of the sting out of your Lottie’s attack on me. She’s bound to be angry about the state
         in which Darley is returning home. She sent him up to the moor thinking he’d come back feeling better for breathing our moorland air! Instead,
         he’s going home in a state of near exhaustion.’
      

      
      Jethro smiled. Lottie’s forthrightness was a legend among those who knew her. ‘You needn’t worry about her being angry for
         very long, Josh. I’ve just been talking to Darley. He’s weak, yes, but Lottie and I have seen him weak before. What is wonderful is his state of mind. He’s a man among men at last. Darley’s proved himself before everyone.’
      

      
      ‘He’s certainly done that. He’s a good, courageous lad.’ Josh hesitated. ‘Is there any chance he’ll one day recover his health?’

      
      Jethro’s manner became more sombre. ‘He’s been seen by every doctor of note in Cornwall. They all say the same. Medicine can’t
         help him. The last one suggested we should pray for him. I can assure you, Josh, Lottie and I have done a great deal of that
         on Darley’s behalf.’
      

      
      ‘We all have,’ affirmed Josh. ‘And after the way he behaved at Notter, I’ve no doubt the Lord will be hearing a few more petitions
         on Darley’s behalf. Being a little more practical, is he capable of any form of work?’
      

      
      ‘He has learning, certainly. Much more than me – and he’s quick to pick things up. He’d like nothing more than to bring a
         wage into the house, but there are bad weeks when he’s barely capable of standing up. Who’d employ a lad like that?’
      

      
      ‘I would,’ declared Josh, firmly. ‘We’ll look over this clay works tomorrow, Jethro. If I decide to buy it, I’ll make a place
         in the office for Darley.’
      

      
      The party which arrived to look over the Ruddlemoor China clay works the following day was larger than Josh had anticipated. Miriam accompanied her husband, and Jethro and Lottie had decided they would come too. Surprisingly,
         Darley appeared to have recovered well from his dramatic exertions at the Notter mine. When he heard of Josh’s offer of work,
         he was eager to join the party. As was usual, where Darley went, Lily came too.
      

      
      The arrival at the clay works of the carriage carrying the visitors caused a stir among the workers. Rumours had been rife
         that Widow Rosevear was keen to sell the works and they were apprehensive about their futures. They guessed, correctly, that
         Josh was a prospective buyer.
      

      
      Abel Bolitho, captain of the Ruddlemoor China clay works, did not share the anxieties of the men who worked under his supervision.
         An experienced clay captain, he boasted that he could find work on any one of a dozen workings in the St Austell area. Besides,
         he did not seriously believe Mrs Rosevear intended selling the works. Why should she when it was making a good profit for
         her?
      

      
      When he came out of the office, taken by surprise by the arrival of the party, his chief emotion was anger – and it was aimed
         at Jethro.
      

      
      ‘What are you doing in my works, Jethro Shovell? I have no Union men working at Ruddlemoor, as well you know. I’ll not have
         you here talking to my workers and stirring up trouble.’
      

      
      ‘I’m here with Josh Retallick to look around the workings, Cap’n Bolitho.’

      
      ‘I say who’ll walk around here – and you’re not on my list.’
      

      
      Josh decided it was time he put the Ruddlemoor works captain firmly in his place.

      
      ‘I’ve not come to listen to you air any personal grievances you may have, Cap’n Bolitho. I’m here with Mrs Rosevear’s blessing, as a prospective buyer. I’ll say who accompanies me. If you have any objections I suggest you take them up with your employer. Now, shall I find someone
         else to show me around? If not perhaps you’ll act as guide – to all of us?’
      

      
      Josh was no longer a young man, but he was big enough to make anyone think twice before carrying an argument with him too
         far. He also carried an air of authority that was not lost on the Ruddlemoor captain.
      

      
      ‘If Widow Rosevear has said you’re to be shown over the workings I’ll be the one to do it. But I’d like to remind you I’m
         employed here to produce clay at a profit – and without trouble.’
      

      
      He looked at Darley and the women. ‘It’s not the easiest of places to walk around, especially when we get down to the pit.
         Perhaps the women and the boy would prefer to wait in the carriage …’
      

      
      ‘We’ll do no such thing, thank you,’ declared Miriam, firmly. ‘I’ve been in far worse places in my time. Off you go, Cap’n
         Bolitho, or the day will be over before we’ve seen anything.’
      

      
      Captain Bolitho was not used to being ordered about by a woman but there was something in Miriam’s voice that brooked no argument.

      
      ‘What is it you want to see?’ he asked Josh, grudgingly.

      
      ‘Everything. We’ll start in the pit and end up in the drying sheds.’

      
      ‘Please yourself.’ Brusque to the point of rudeness, Captain Bolitho shrugged his shoulders in resignation. ‘I hope the boy
         and the women have got more stamina than it appears. There’s a lot to see if you want to look at everything and still get
         home before dark.’
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      Abel Bolitho had been unreasonably reluctant to take Josh and the others around the Ruddlemoor workings, but he had not exaggerated
         the rigours of such a tour.
      

      
      The visitors were first taken to the deep quarries. Here the clay was prised from the high, steep sides and washed by a stream
         of water to the floor of the pit where it was drawn off and pumped away. When it had passed through numerous processes, some
         taking weeks, the clay ended its works life in a ‘dry’. Finally it was transported to the small harbour at Charlestown, only
         a few miles away, to be shipped to the commercial world.
      

      
      There were two such ‘dries’ in the Ruddlemoor workings. One was a modern building where the clay was dried by means of coal-fires.
         The other was a much older, air-dried operation.
      

      
      Darley kept up with the others until the air ‘dry’ was reached. Here he felt obliged to wave them on their way while he sat
         down and took a rest. By now the sun was low in the sky and there was a distinct chill in the air. Lily said she would return to the carriage to fetch the heavy coat Darley had left there.
      

      
      A number of girls were at work nearby, under cover in the air ‘dry’. Their task was to scrape sand from the base of blocks
         of dried clay, before stacking the end product for shipping.
      

      
      Darley had been seated on a bench for some minutes, fighting to regain his breath after a prolonged bout of coughing, when
         one of the girls came to him, ignoring the cat-calls of her workmates. In her hand she carried a mug.
      

      
      Handing it to him, she said, ‘You look as though a drink of water might do you some good.’

      
      ‘Thanks.’ Darley took the mug gratefully and put it to his lips. After drinking half the water he was still gasping for breath,
         but the urge to cough had receded.
      

      
      ‘Do you often have coughing attacks like that?’ The girl asked the question sympathetically.

      
      Darley nodded. ‘Too often.’

      
      ‘Then you chose the wrong day to have a look around the works. The wind’s from the east and blowing dust off the spoil heap.
         It’s not good for anyone with breathing problems.’
      

      
      Darley looked to where the miniature mountain of China clay waste rose above the edge of the deep pit. As he watched he saw
         the wind raise a flurry of dust and deposit it in the depths of the pit whence it had been raised.
      

      
      At the far end of the drying shed Darley’s mother put in a momentary appearance. He could make out her anxious expression
         even at this distance. He raised an arm in what he hoped was a reassuring wave.
      

      
      ‘Is Mr Retallick thinking of making an offer for the workings, or is he just looking around?’ The girl seemed in no hurry
         to leave Darley and return to her work.
      

      
      ‘Josh Retallick is here to buy the Ruddlemoor works. He’s my great-uncle. He’s offered me work in the office if he takes it,
         so I came along with the others to look around.’
      

      
      ‘Are you strong enough to work?’ The girl asked the question in a gentle manner that did not offend Darley. However, Lily,
         returning with his coat, overheard the question and leapt to her brother’s defence immediately.
      

      
      ‘Darley’s a lot stronger than he looks. He went down a shaft on the Notter mine and rescued some men who’d been trapped there
         because of an accident.’
      

      
      The girl’s eyes widened. ‘I’ve heard about that. Someone came to tell my ma last night. My uncle was one of those down the
         mine. He was brought up with a smashed shoulder. The man who came to our house said he’d have died if he’d been trapped down
         there any longer. He also said that the young man who went down showed a lot of courage.’
      

      
      The girl looked again at Darley’s thin, pinched face and frail body. ‘Was that really you?’
      

      
      ‘I’ve said it was!’ Lily was indignant that her statement was being questioned. ‘Darley can do anything anyone else can do
         – and do it better most of the time.’
      

      
      ‘I don’t doubt it.’

      
      Touched by Lily’s fierce defence of her brother, the girl smiled at her and made a mental note of Darley’s name before taking
         the now empty mug from him. ‘I hope your great-uncle buys the Ruddlemoor works. We need someone who knows what they’re doing
         working in the office. They’ve had five or six different ones in there this last year. None of them could count farther than
         fingers and toes.’
      

      
      ‘Working with Cap’n Bolitho probably made them nervous,’ suggested Darley. ‘He doesn’t seem to have a lot of patience with
         anyone.’
      

      
      ‘Oh, he’s all right some of the time,’ said the girl. ‘You’ve caught him on one of his bad days.’
      

      
      ‘You tell that to my pa! Cap’n Bolitho wanted to throw him off the workings. They must have met somewhere before, although
         I’ve never heard Pa mention him.’
      

      
      ‘Who’s your father?’

      
      ‘Jethro Shovell.’

      
      ‘The man who founded the Clay Workers’ Benefit Association?’ The girl seemed genuinely taken aback.

      
      ‘That’s right.’ Darley smiled ruefully. ‘I don’t suppose there are many people in clay country who haven’t heard of him.’

      
      ‘No wonder they didn’t get on together!’

      
      The girl looked to where Captain Bolitho and the others had emerged from the far end of the coal-heated ‘dry’. ‘Captain Bolitho’s
         daughter is a bal maiden here. She says he hates the Trades Unions and Associations. In the troubles of 1876 his father refused
         to join a Union with the others. The Union men waylaid him and gave him a very bad beating. He wasn’t able to work again and
         died a year later, probably as a result of his injuries. No one was ever arrested for it, but there’s never been a Union man
         working at Ruddlemoor since Captain Bolitho’s been in charge.’
      

      
      ‘No wonder they didn’t get on. Pa gave his support and help to those who organised the ’76 strike. I expect Cap’n Bolitho
         is aware of that.’
      

      
      The captain of Ruddlemoor and the party accompanying him emerged from the ‘dry’. As they began walking towards them the girl
         said hurriedly, ‘I’d better get back to work, or I’ll be in trouble too.’
      

      
      ‘Thanks for the water.’ As an afterthought Darley called after her as she hurried away. ‘What’s your name?’

      
      ‘Jo … It’s short for Josephine.’
      

      
      ‘Jo what?’

      
      The girl had almost reached the bench piled high with blocks of China clay and he did not want to raise his voice too much
         for fear of bringing on another bout of coughing.
      

      
      For a moment he thought she could not have heard. Then she looked back at him over her shoulder. ‘Jo Bray. My father is the
         shift captain on afternoon duty this week.’
      

      
      Darley was still digesting this piece of information when Josh and the others reached him. Much to Darley’s surprise, Captain
         Bolitho stopped and, hands on hips, glowered down at him.
      

      
      ‘What do you mean by interfering with the work of my bal maidens?’

      
      For a moment Darley did not understand what the mine captain was talking about. Then he said, ‘I didn’t interfere with their
         working. I had a coughing bout. J— one of the girls brought me a mug of water. It was a very kind act, nothing more.’
      

      
      ‘Bal maidens are here for clay working, not to act as serving girls for visitors.’

      
      ‘If she hadn’t brought it, I’d have gone off and got some for him,’ Lily flared up angrily. ‘Although if I had you’d no doubt
         have said I was trying to steal the mug!’
      

      
      ‘I was talking to him, not to you, young lady – and you’re old enough to have learned a few manners. Anyway, it doesn’t matter
         a lot. I doubt if we’ll ever see either of you on the Ruddlemoor works after today so there’s little fear of it happening
         again.’
      

      
      ‘I wouldn’t be too certain of that, Cap’n Bolitho.’

      
      Josh had heard the exchange between Lily, Darley and the China clay captain. He had also seen Lottie Shovell puffing up with
         anger at the way Captain Bolitho had spoken to her son. Josh thought, not for the first time that day, that it would be necessary to put the clay works
         captain in his place before too long.
      

      
      ‘I’ve decided to buy the Ruddlemoor works. When I take over, young Darley will be coming to work in the office to keep the
         accounts.’
      

      
      ‘A boy as sick as he is won’t last a day out. Why don’t you find a fit clerk? Men who can read and add up are two-a-penny
         these days.’
      

      
      ‘There’s no shortage of good clay captains either, Cap’n Bolitho. It might be as well to remember that. Darley will start
         work on the day the purchase goes through.’
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      Widow Rosevear was anxious to sell up the Ruddlemoor works and leave England. She intended travelling to Missouri, in America,
         where she would live with her son and his young family who had emigrated there a few years before. She sold Josh not only
         the clay works, but her comfortable home in the nearby Gover Valley on the edge of the clay-working area.
      

      
      On a dull Monday morning, only two-and-a-half weeks after viewing the Ruddlemoor works for the first time, Josh entered the
         office as its new owner. Darley was with him.
      

      
      Captain Abel Bolitho was nowhere to be seen but shift captain Jim Bray was in the office. He told Josh that Bolitho was carrying
         out his usual daily routine of checking the works, adding, ‘He set off for the quarry about twenty minutes ago.’
      

      
      ‘Didn’t he know I was coming?’ Josh asked the question, although he knew what the answer must be. He had sent a messenger
         to the works three days before.
      

      
      ‘I believe he did,’ said the embarrassed shift captain, uncertain where his loyalties should lie. ‘But I expect you’re a bit
         earlier than he thought you’d be.’
      

      
      ‘What time will he be back?’

      
      ‘Hard to say. When he’s checked out the quarry he’ll have a look at the drags, the settling pits and the tanks. If there are
         no problems, he’ll finish up at the “dry” close to eleven o’clock. That’s his usual routine.’
      

      
      ‘I’m pleased to know he’s so conscientious, but he can break his routine this morning. Find him and tell him I want to see
         him here.’
      

      
      The shift captain paled. ‘Tell him? It’s not for a shift captain to tell Cap’n Bolitho to do anything.’
      

      
      ‘Very well,’ Josh said patiently. ‘Ask him, if it will make you feel better, but I want him here – and I want him here quickly. Off you go, Captain Bray.’
      

      
      When Jim Bray had hurried off in search of the works captain, Josh went around the office opening drawers and checking inside
         the cupboards. One or two were locked, as was the heavy steel safe in a corner of the office.
      

      
      ‘Is there anything I can be doing, Josh?’ Darley felt slightly ill-at-ease. He believed there would be an angry confrontation
         between Josh and Bolitho when the works captain returned to the office.
      

      
      ‘Yes. You can empty out that desk by the window.’ Josh pointed to the desk at which the shift captain had been seated when
         they entered the office. ‘You’ll be able to work there without getting under Cap’n Bolitho’s feet too much. What I want you
         to do first of all is take charge of all the books that Captain Bolitho keeps. Go through them thoroughly. Find out exactly
         how much clay the Ruddlemoor produced, week by week, last year. I want to know who we sold to, and the prices we obtained.
         I also want you to copy out a plan of the workings and make a map of this area, taking in adjacent workings.’
      

      
      Observing Darley’s fleeting expression of bewilderment, Josh smiled. ‘I don’t intend trying to run before I can walk, Darley,
         but I’ve had a financial interest in clay for some years. I know something about it. What’s more, I’ve promised to find work
         for any of the Sharptor miners who are willing to come here and join me. In order to keep them employed, the Ruddlemoor works
         will need to expand. I want to know how it can best be done.’
      

      
      The shift captain returned to the office within ten minutes, but it was half an hour before Abel Bolitho arrived. He offered
         no excuses for his tardiness and Josh said nothing.
      

      
      Looking to where Darley was sorting out the papers removed from the shift captain’s desk, Bolitho said, ‘What’s he doing?’

      
      ‘He’s cleared the desk – on my orders. That’s where Darley will work. He’ll also take over all your books. I want details
         of production, sales, customers, expenditure … everything to do with the works.’
      

      
      ‘I gave all the figures to Mrs Rosevear.’

      
      ‘I’ve seen the figures. Now I want the details. When I have them I’ll decide the future of Ruddlemoor and those who work here. All who work here, Cap’n Bolitho, so let’s have all drawers and the safe unlocked. We’ll go through everything together before
         Darley takes them on.’
      

      
      Captain Abel Bolitho did as he was told, but he did it with a bad grace, his resentment plain to see.

      
      Examining the ledgers and documents held in the office took up a great deal of the morning. Abel Bolitho continued to protest
         as, one by one, they were handed over to Darley.
      

      
      Josh’s response was to inform the works captain that he had plans for expanding the Ruddlemoor pits. The captain would be
         kept too busy to bother himself with irksome paperwork.
      

      
      Not until almost noon was Josh satisfied he had a reasonable grasp of what was happening in the works he had purchased. He
         was thoughtful as he made his way homeward to the Gover Valley, and Miriam.
      

      
      The Retallicks’ move from Sharptor to the clay area had been hurried, but it was almost completed now. Nevertheless, Miriam
         complained that all in their new Gover Valley home was utter chaos. It was larger than the Sharptor house. She could not find
         many of the household essentials that had been brought with them and reminded Josh he had promised to spend the remainder
         of the day helping her.
      

      
      Back at the Ruddlemoor works, Jim Bray, the shift captain, came to the office to join Abel Bolitho during the latter’s lunchtime
         break. Abel was still smouldering with resentment at the manner in which the new Ruddlemoor owner had put him very firmly
         in his place.
      

      
      Not wanting to sit and listen to Bolitho’s thinly veiled criticisms of Josh, Darley took his pasty outside. He found a low
         wall on which to sit and eat his own lunch. It was quite pleasant out here, the sun trying hard to break through the clouds
         and it was not too cold.
      

      
      He had not been there for very long when Jo Bray came towards him from the drying shed. He watched her approach, hoping she
         was coming to speak to him. Much to his disappointment, she passed him by and made her way to a nearby water butt.
      

      
      As she returned with a jug of water, Darley said, ‘When I saw you making your way over here I thought you were coming to speak
         to me.’
      

      
      ‘Oh! And why should I do that?’
      

      
      Her reply deflated him far more than it should have. Suddenly he was no longer a young man flirting with a girl, but had remembered
         he was a sickly, frail semi-invalid. ‘There’s no reason at all … I’m sorry.’
      

      
      Jo guessed the reason for the sudden change in his attitude towards her. More kindly, she said, ‘What would you say if I told
         you I only came to get some water so I would have an excuse to speak to you?’
      

      
      ‘Why would you do that?’

      
      Darley’s surprise was genuine and Jo laughed. It was a very pleasant sound and brought about an amazing transformation in
         her. Jo’s face had remained in his memory since her earlier kindness to him. Even so, he would not have said she was the most
         attractive girl he had ever seen – until he witnessed her smile. Now he made a rapid reassessment of her beauty.
      

      
      ‘I was interested in knowing how you are now. Whether you’d fully recovered from the other day.’

      
      ‘Yes, thanks. I’m used to my attacks by now. They don’t usually last very long. Not unless I do something that really tires
         me out.’
      

      
      ‘Like being lowered down a mine shaft to rescue trapped miners?’

      
      Darley grimaced. ‘I don’t think I’ve ever been so exhausted before – or so scared. I doubt if I’ll ever do anything like that
         again.’
      

      
      ‘You would if you needed to.’

      
      There were a few moments of silence between them until Jo said, ‘There are lots of rumours going around the works. It’s said
         Mr Retallick’s going to bring some of the Sharptor miners here. That a lot of us will be out of work when he does.’
      

      
      ‘I wouldn’t take too much notice of such rumours. He’s hoping to expand, certainly, but Josh Retallick looks after those who work for him. He always has …’
      

      
      Jo’s sudden change of expression caused Darley to break off. Turning his head, he saw Captain Bolitho advancing towards them
         from the office. It seemed his lunch had done nothing to improve his mood.
      

      
      ‘What do you two think you’re doing? Jo, get back to your place of work. You, of all people, should be setting an example
         to others. Go on, girl … now!’
      

      
      For a moment Darley thought she was about to speak up for herself, but she did not. Turning away, she walked quickly and silently
         back to the other bal maidens, all of whom had overheard the works captain’s admonition.
      

      
      ‘She came to fetch water, Cap’n Bolitho, that’s all. Our talk was of the future of Ruddlemoor now Josh Retallick has taken
         over.’
      

      
      ‘I don’t care what you were talking about. You’re both paid to work here, not to talk. In future you can take your break inside the office,
         where I can keep an eye on what you’re up to.’
      

      
      Darley was about to retort that he would eat his meal where he pleased, but he held back. Getting into an argument with Captain
         Bolitho on his first day at work would help no one. He would tell him if and when the question arose again.
      

      
      Folding the linen cloth that had contained his pasty, he went inside the office. Jim Bray was making a list of the men on
         duty and quietly smoking his pipe. Through the window Darley could see the works captain heading for another part of the works.
      

      
      ‘Does Cap’n Bolitho hate everyone?’

      
      The shift captain drew quietly on his pipe before answering, his words accompanied by a slow trickle of smoke.

      
      ‘Not all the time. Mind you, he don’t care for many folks. He’s particularly against them who has anything to do with Unions or the like – and them who he thinks is likely to
         make eyes at his daughter. She’s one of the bal maidens – and you seem to have made a hit with them.’
      

      
      ‘I wasn’t “making eyes” at anyone, and I’ve only ever spoken to Jo. She’s a nice girl, Cap’n Bray. She brought me a drink
         of water the other day when I walked around with Josh Retallick and got over-tired. Cap’n Bolitho can’t make anything of that,
         surely? As for Unions – they interest my pa, not me.’
      

      
      ‘It’s close enough for Cap’n Bolitho. If you have any regard for Jo and the other bal maidens, you won’t give him any cause
         to get angry with them. Be especially carefully with young Tessa, his daughter. She’s sixteen now, but that won’t stop him
         taking his belt to her.’
      

      
      ‘Giving her a beating? Surely not?’ Darley looked at the shift captain in disbelief.

      
      ‘I’m not paid to repeat gossip. I live next-door to Abel Bolitho. There are times when we don’t see his wife for days on end.
         When she does put her nose out of doors there’s likely to be more bruising than sunburn on her face, I’ll tell you that. I’ve
         seen young Tessa come in to work looking as though she’s spent the night in tears, too, and she tells the others what he does.
         Cap’n Bolitho guards her like an old hen with a single chick. Mind you, that girl’s a wild one. She takes after her father,
         but I wouldn’t tell him that. I’m sure the only reason she’s working here is so he can keep an eye on her all the hours of the day and night. He’s no need to send her out to work at all.’
      

      
      Darley shook his head as he looked across the space between the office and the place where the bal maidens were laughing among
         themselves. ‘It’s hard to believe …’
      

      
      ‘You believe it, young Shovell – and watch your own step in your dealings with Cap’n Bolitho. He’s not a person to cross,
         as more than one good man’s learned to his cost.’
      

      
      Jim Bray rose to his feet and shrugged himself into a coat before going outside. ‘I’m telling you all this out of sympathy
         for you. I had another daughter once, but lost her with your complaint. What’s more, you’ve made a hit with young Jo – and
         she’s as good a judge of character as anyone I know.’
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      Josh called a meeting of the Ruddlemoor workers the following day. As it was raining he gathered them together at one end
         of the drying shed. It was warm and dry here and sheltered from the chill, easterly wind.
      

      
      Standing on a stout table that had been carried in for the purpose, he gazed out at the faces of more than a hundred men and
         women. They were all strangers to him, yet he was aware that they were totally dependent upon him for their livelihood. Observing
         them he saw a mixture of resentment, curiosity and apprehension in their expressions.
      

      
      Holding up a hand for silence, he said, ‘I won’t keep you long, but I thought it was time I introduced myself to you. As you
         probably already know, I’m Josh Retallick. I’ve bought the Ruddlemoor works from Widow Rosevear. I haven’t had an opportunity
         to talk to each of you in person yet, although I intend doing something about that as quickly as I can. But I’ve called you
         together today because I believe there are rumours circulating. I’m told that some of you fear you are likely to lose your jobs here …’
      

      
      Darley was standing beside the table on which Josh was standing. He had already located Jo Bray in the second row of those
         listening to Josh. He saw her turn her head to look at him. She knew the fears she had expressed to Darley had been passed
         on to the new works owner.
      

      
      ‘I’ve called you together today to put your minds at rest. You have my promise that I have no plans whatsoever to dismiss
         any man or woman from the Ruddlemoor workforce. On the contrary. By next week I hope to have purchased a large piece of land
         to the north of our workings. When the sale’s completed, I intend expanding. There’ll be a new pit – and I’m having an engine-house
         built for pumping work there.’
      

      
      When the buzz of interest his words had caused had died down, Josh continued, ‘I’m doing this partly so that I can take on
         those Sharptor miners who are willing to come and work here. They are all men who have worked for me for many years. I hope
         they, and you, will continue to work for me for many more years to come. That’s all I have to say to you today, but I’ll be
         coming around the works during the coming weeks and meeting you all. We have a good works here at Ruddlemoor. I want it to
         be the best in the whole of the clay country – and the happiest. I hope you’ll always feel free to tell me of any concerns
         or suggestions you might have. That’s all.’
      

      
      As Josh walked back to the office accompanied by Captain Bolitho, there was a great upsurge of sound in the drying shed. Darley
         thought it was almost possible to feel the relief felt by the Ruddlemoor workers at Josh’s words.
      

      
      He did not hurry to follow Josh and before he left the drying shed Jo had caught up with him. Tessa Bolitho was with her.
      

      
      ‘Did you tell Mr Retallick what I said to you yesterday? Is that why he called the meeting?’

      
      ‘I merely mentioned to him that some of you were worried about the future.’

      
      ‘Mr Retallick doesn’t waste time, does he?’

      
      ‘Not where his employees are concerned. I’ve told you before, he’s a good man to work for.’

      
      Jo gave Darley one of her smiles. ‘We’re all grateful to you.’

      
      At this point Tessa spoke for the first time. ‘I’m not sure my pa would agree with you. He and Mr Retallick don’t seem to
         be getting along too well at the moment.’
      

      
      ‘It’s not really surprising. From what I hear, Mr Rosevear rarely showed his face at the works. He let Cap’n Bolitho run
         things his way. Josh Retallick isn’t that kind of owner. There’s bound to be some resentment from your father. If he can see
         that for himself and come halfway to meet Josh, he’ll have no more problems with him. Once Josh is satisfied the works are
         being run the way he wants them, he’ll let your father get on with things without bothering him too much.’
      

      
      Tessa shrugged. ‘My pa’s used to everything being done his way. He can be very stubborn sometimes …’
      

      
      As she was speaking, they heard Captain Bolitho’s raised voice approaching the drying shed from the direction of the office.
         Tessa abruptly broke off what she was saying and both girls hurried away.
      

      
      Moments later, Captain Bolitho entered the shed. When he saw Darley, he frowned. ‘You still here, Shovell? You should be in
         the office, searching out all the secrets of managing a clay works. Isn’t that what Mr Retallick wants? If he intends carrying
         out all these grand schemes of his, he’ll need to know a great deal more about the business than he does at the moment.’
      

      
      Snorting derisively, Captain Bolitho added, ‘You can feed him as many figures as you like. All the paper learning in the world
         can’t turn a miner into a successful clay-works owner.’
      

      
      ‘That’s why he has you and me working for him, Cap’n Bolitho. You to produce good quality clay, me to check that he’s making
         more money selling it than is being spent producing it.’
      

      
      ‘I don’t need any scrawny, beardless boy to tell me whether or not I’m running my works efficiently,’ said Abel Bolitho, angrily. ‘A clay captain has years of experience, not
         a few months’ schooling. I know it’s making a profit.’
      

      
      ‘So does Josh Retallick, otherwise he wouldn’t have bought the Ruddlemoor works. But until he knows just how much profit you’re making, he can’t plan for future expansion. That’s what I’m being paid for.’
      

      
      Darley spoke patiently and respectfully. This was the longest conversation he had ever had with the works captain. He hoped
         that if he could justify his presence, the works captain might be more ready to accept him. It was uncomfortable working in
         the office in the face of the resentment Bolitho constantly showed to him.
      

      
      The captain’s next words left him disappointed.

      
      ‘Mr Retallick did things his way up at Sharptor – and the mine failed. That’s hardly a recommendation for his management skills.
         He should leave things well alone at Ruddlemoor. Let those who understand clay do the work. All he needs to do is sit back
         and take the profits I make for him. Most men would be more than happy to do that.’
      

      
      Darley could have told Captain Bolitho that Josh Retallick did not do things that way. He could also have pointed out that the failure of the Sharptor mine – and almost every other copper mine in Cornwall – had nothing to do with
         the manner in which the mine was being run.
      

      
      World-wide the price of copper had collapsed dramatically in recent years. Only in those countries where copper deposits were
         close to the surface and labour costs negligible were mines able to survive. They produced copper cheaply, more often than
         not helped by the experience of expatriate Cornish copper miners. By so doing, the foreign workings were putting the deep
         mines of Cornwall out of business.
      

      
      Captain Bolitho was talking again. ‘I can’t stay here talking nonsense to you. I have a works to run. It’s payday tomorrow.
         You’ve already got the paying-out book. Work out how much money you’re going to need and write a cheque. I’ll sign it when
         I come back. You can go to St Austell first thing in the morning to fetch the money from the bank. Don’t forget to deduct
         the money owed by some of the men to the works shop. If it’s more than they’ve earned, deduct a third and let me know their
         names. I’ll see they’re given no more credit until they’ve settled up. More than one man’s run up a bill he can’t possibly
         pay and then run off leaving us to make good the loss.’
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      Darley was ready to go to St Austell to fetch the men’s pay early the following morning. However, he was startled to learn
         that no one would be accompanying him as an escort for the money. His only companion would be an elderly wagoner who would
         take him on the return trip in a light cart pulled by a single horse.
      

      
      When Darley expressed his concern to Captain Bolitho, the works captain scoffed at him. ‘How much are you collecting, five
         hundred pounds? It doesn’t need more than one man or boy to carry that much. You’re being paid to sit on your backside doing
         nothing for the time it takes to get to St Austell and back – make the most of it. Besides, you’re in clay country now, we’re
         honest men in these parts.’
      

      
      ‘I don’t doubt the honesty of the local men,’ Darley persisted, ‘but there are a great many others wandering around who are
         not from this area. You know that yourself. We’ve turned away at least a dozen every day this week. Men from shut-down mines,
         most of them with families to support and desperate for money.’
      

      
      ‘You’d know best about what might be expected from mining men, but it’s a busy road between St Austell and here. Wagons are
         on the road carrying clay to the dock at Charlestown all the time. You’ll likely be in a line of forty or fifty all the way
         to town, with as many coming the other way. It’s too busy for anyone to try anything.’
      

      
      Darley was less confident than the works captain and was unhappy with the arrangements that had been made. However, his day
         improved when he received a smile and a wave from Jo as he left the office.
      

      
      He found Lily waiting for him outside the works. ‘Can I come for the ride with you? I’ve got nothing else to do today.’

      
      ‘Shouldn’t you be at school?’

      
      ‘There’s no school today. The teacher’s sick.’

      
      ‘Then you should be at home, helping Ma.’

      
      ‘She’s gone off to see Great-aunt Miriam for the day.’

      
      ‘Didn’t she leave you some work to do at home?’ Darley looked at her suspiciously.

      
      ‘I’ve done it all,’ said Lily, airily. ‘I’d have been sitting indoors all day with nothing to do if I hadn’t come here to
         see you.’
      

      
      Her replies were too glib. Darley was prepared to give her the benefit of the doubt about school. The teacher had not been
         well for some time and when she was ill the school had to be closed. Nevertheless, there was no way Lily could have completed
         the chores she had been given in such a short time. However, he always enjoyed her company. He decided to ask no more awkward
         questions.
      

      
      Lily’s cheerfulness was in direct contrast to the mood of the old man driving the wagon. After complaining about having Lily
         on the wagon, he uttered no more than a dozen words along the way – all directed at the patient, plodding horse. Darley tried
         on a number of occasions to draw him into conversation but gave up when he received only irritable grunts in reply. He chatted to Lily, instead.
      

      
      St Austell was a small country town, its houses sprawled about a square-towered church. It possessed a single main shopping
         area, and this was extremely busy. Shoppers and street vendors who crowded the narrow road risked their lives every time they
         crossed from one side to the other. They needed to dodge between the cumbersome China clay wagons that constantly rumbled
         through the heart of the town.
      

      
      Each of the huge wagons was pulled by as many as four horses, harnessed in line. The wagons themselves were as large as could
         be sensibly constructed. Here and there along the narrow road were places where wagoners could rein in to enable others to
         pass by, but most drivers were reluctant to make use of them.
      

      
      There was occasional excitement in the town when a wagoner refused to give way to a wagon and horses owned by a rival clay
         company. When this happened the passage of vehicles along the road would come to a halt and there would be much shouting along
         the line. Unless the town constable was quick to intercede and order one of the men to back up his vehicle, a fight would
         ensure. This was to happen twice during the time Darley and Lily were in the town.
      

      
      The old man driving the Ruddlemoor wagon parked on a piece of waste ground just outside the town. Many other wagons and small
         pony carts were already here. The wagoner grunted the information that he intended remaining with his horse and vehicle, while
         Darley went to the bank with Lily.
      

      
      All the clay workings around St Austell paid their workers on the same day of the week. As a result the bank was very, very
         crowded. It did not help that service was slow and laborious. It was an hour before Darley handed over the Ruddlemoor cheque. In return he was given a pouch which
         contained banknotes to the value of five hundred pounds.
      

      
      The pouch went inside Darley’s shirt and he buttoned his coat tightly about it before leaving the bank and returning to the
         crowded street once more. He was glad he had taken such precautions when he saw the crowd of loafers lounging against the
         wall beside the bank doorway.
      

      
      When he and Lily reached the waste ground the area was still busy. He eventually located the Ruddlemoor wagon but, to his
         surprise and annoyance, the old wagoner was not with his vehicle.
      

      
      It was exposed here, on the waste ground. After sitting on the wagon seat for some minutes, Darley climbed down and he and
         Lily walked about in a bid to keep warm.
      

      
      It was half-an-hour before the wagoner returned, by which time Darley was shivering violently, despite all his efforts to
         stay warm.
      

      
      It was immediately apparent how the Ruddlemoor wagoner had spent the time while Darley had been collecting the works’ wages.
         He reeked of alcohol and his nose was as red and shiny as an apple.
      

      
      ‘Where the hell have you been?’ Darley was annoyed that the man could have been so irresponsible when he knew Darley had gone
         to collect a great deal of money. ‘You were supposed to be here waiting for me.’
      

      
      ‘It’s all right for you.’ The man’s voice confirmed his state. ‘It was cold stuck here.’

      
      ‘Cold for you? Darley’s been waiting here for half-an-hour.’ Lily raised her voice in anger.
      

      
      ‘Hush, Lily.’ Talking to the driver, he said, ‘I’m carrying wages for a hundred and fifty men and women here. I expected you to show at least a bit of responsibility.’
      

      
      The Ruddlemoor wagoner shrugged. ‘Well, I’m here now.’

      
      ‘Yes, and I’ll make certain it’s the last time you bring me in on a wages day!’

      
      While they argued, the wagoner removed the nose bag from the horse, displaying an awkwardness that suggested he had drunk
         far more than was good for him during his morning’s drinking session.
      

      
      As he returned to the wagon carrying the bag, a group of rowdy men made their way over from the nearby inn. Darley hurriedly
         helped Lily on to the wagon. Threading their way between the other vehicles, the men called out to the Ruddlemoor man. From
         their greetings, Darley learned that his driver’s name was Alf.
      

      
      The men also directed a number of ribald remarks at Lily that angered Darley. He had to remind himself of the money he was
         carrying and say nothing.
      

      
      The men were not dressed as clay workers, and did not appear to be miners. Darley believed they were part of the army of vagabonds
         that gathered in Cornwall’s towns at this time every year. Yet their presence in St Austell today made him uneasy.
      

      
      When the men passed out of hearing, heading along the road the wagon would be taking out of St Austell, Darley questioned
         the surly old man about them. He was mindful of the money he was carrying.
      

      
      ‘Who they are is none of your business. They’re my friends.’

      
      ‘Friends – or men who’ve spent the last hour and a half buying you drinks?’

      
      When the old man failed to reply, Darley asked, ‘Did you tell them why we’re in town? That I’d come here to collect the Ruddlemoor
         wages?’
      

      
      ‘I might have done. There again, I might not. What difference does it make? Everyone knows clay men’s wages are collected
         on a Friday.’
      

      
      It was the longest speech Darley had heard the man make, but it did nothing to put his mind at ease. Looking about him, he
         made a snap decision. ‘You go back to Ruddlemoor on your own. Lily and I will get a ride with someone else.’
      

      
      The wagoner was startled into temporary sobriety. ‘But the cap’n gave me orders …’

      
      ‘Captain Bolitho didn’t know you were going to spend an hour-and-a-half in a public house. You’ve probably told every villain
         within hearing that we’re returning to Ruddlemoor with the week’s wages. No doubt you also let them know there’d be just you,
         me and Lily on the wagon?’
      

      
      The wagoner had made much of the fact that he was expected to act as a nursemaid to an unshaven boy without enough meat on him to feed a
         cat. But he was not going to admit this to Darley.
      

      
      While the wagoner tried desperately hard to invent a plausible denial, Darley took one of the pick handles from the wagon.
         With Lily holding his other hand, he walked away from the Ruddlemoor vehicle and its drunken driver.
      

      
      Among the wagons on the piece of waste ground he had seen one about to leave. It carried two passengers, both of whom had
         been in the bank at the same time as himself.
      

      
      Intercepting the wagon as it was driven from the waste ground to the road, he called up: ‘Are you going anywhere near the
         Ruddlemoor works?’
      

      
      ‘Why?’

      
      After eyeing up Darley and Lily, the reply came from the man who was quite evidently acting as escort for the money his companion carried in a satchel slung over his shoulder. A giant of a man, with a bushy black beard that hung
         halfway down his chest, he would have been a formidable deterrent to all but the most determined robber.
      

      
      ‘I’m carrying the wages for the Ruddlemoor clay works and this is my young sister. I think our wagoner’s let it be known to
         a crowd of vagrants that we’re travelling without an escort. A lot of them have just made off along the road we’ll be travelling.
         I believe they might be planning to rob me.’
      

      
      ‘The driver’s drunk,’ Lily added scornfully.
      

      
      ‘Are you with old Alf Tooze?’ The question came from the wagoner accompanying the two men.

      
      ‘His first name’s certainly Alf. I haven’t been told his surname. He’s spent the last hour-and-a-half in the pub over there.’

      
      ‘That’s Alf Tooze all right. You’re wise to be concerned. The old fool would tell anything to anyone willing to buy him a
         drink. I saw him leave the General Wolfe with a half-dozen villains. I wouldn’t like to meet up with any of ’em on a dark night.’
      

      
      ‘You’d better both come with us, son.’ The man with the satchel spoke for the first time. ‘It won’t take us far out of our
         way to drop you off at the Ruddlemoor workings. Mind you, I doubt if Abel Bolitho will show any gratitude to the Varcoe clay
         works for doing him a favour.’
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      Travelling in the wagon with the men from the Varcoe clay works, Darley learned that the man carrying the satchel was Jeremiah
         Rowe, the works captain.
      

      
      The black-bearded giant was Lanyon Sweet. Darley’s nod of greeting for him contained an almost awed respect. The big man was
         the champion wrestler of Cornwall and the West Country. His prowess and great strength were legendary. Fate could not have
         provided Darley and the Ruddlemoor wages with a more formidable escort.
      

      
      Unfortunately, events were to show that Sweet’s discipline and acumen did not match his wrestling skills.

      
      The incident that uncovered Sweet’s shortcomings occurred when the wagon was passing beneath a canopy of trees, only a short
         distance out of St Austell. Contrary to Captain Bolitho’s assertion that the road would be crowded in both directions, there
         were only four wagons in sight. Two, heavily laden, were heading towards St Austell and the port of Charlestown beyond. The wagon on which Darley was a passenger was travelling in the opposite direction. A hundred yards behind them was
         the Ruddlemoor wagon with its driver, Alf.
      

      
      Darley was telling Jeremiah Rowe about the change of ownership of the Ruddlemoor works and giving him details of Josh Retallick’s
         background when they heard a loud shout of alarm.
      

      
      Looking back, they saw the Ruddlemoor wagon surrounded by the vagrants with whom Alf had been drinking in the General Wolfe
         only a short while before. The mood of his erstwhile friends had undergone an ugly change.
      

      
      Two of the vagrants were on the wagon, arguing heatedly with Alf. Others hacked at the leather harness straps securing the
         frightened horse to the wagon.
      

      
      It seemed the vagrants had climbed on the wagon in the mistaken belief they would find Darley and the money he carried on
         board.
      

      
      As he watched, one of the men struck Alf, knocking him backwards inside the body of the high-sided wagon. Then the vagrants
         gathered around the offside of the wagon. After a few practice heaves, they slowly lifted the side of the wagon high off the
         ground. To the watchers it seemed to balance on its side for a second or two, then it toppled right over and crashed down
         a steep wooden slope at the bottom of which was a fast-flowing stream.
      

      
      Uttering an angry oath, Lanyon Sweet vaulted over the side of the wagon. Before Jeremiah Rowe could prevent him, the wrestler
         began a lumbering run along the road towards the scene of the fracas.
      

      
      ‘Lanyon! Come back here. You’re supposed to be protecting the Varcoe money …’

      
      It was doubtful whether the giant wrestler even heard him. Bellowing like an angry bull, he ran towards the scene of the abortive robbery, shouting for the vagrants to come
         back and fight him.
      

      
      The men he sought had disappeared from the road within seconds of sending the Ruddlemoor wagon tumbling down the slope – but
         they had not fled the scene altogether. While Lanyon Sweet pursued them in one direction, they were running through the undergrowth
         beside the road, heading towards the Varcoe wagon.
      

      
      Hearing the sound of breaking branches, Darley turned in time to see one of the vagrants emerge from the undergrowth nearby.
         The man was followed by another … and a third. Behind them the remainder of the vagrant gang could be heard scrambling up
         the steep bank towards the road.
      

      
      When Darley shouted a warning, the driver realised the danger they were in. He cracked his whip over the back of his startled
         horse – but he was already too late. A vagrant had taken a firm grip on the horse’s bridle. The horse flung its head up, but
         could do no more.
      

      
      A quick-thinking vagrant seized the thong of the whip and tried to tug it free from the driver’s hand. The driver refused
         to release his grip but his adversary was a younger, stronger man. He gave a fierce tug and a moment later driver and whip
         were lying in the mud of the road.
      

      
      Jeremiah Rowe shouted loudly for the errant escort to return. At the same time he kicked out at a vagrant who was climbing
         over the high side of the wagon.
      

      
      While Jeremiah was off balance, a stave wielded by yet another of the would-be robbers knocked him to the floor of the wagon.

      
      The vagrant succeeded in getting only one foot on the edge of the wagon. The pick handle, wielded in desperation by Darley, hit him across the face and knocked him off the wagon and to the ground.
      

      
      The man picked himself up and staggered across the road. Shrieking in pain, he clutched at his face, as blood trickled between
         his fingers.
      

      
      Darley had no time to observe the results of his handiwork. The man who had unseated the driver was climbing over the front
         of the wagon. Another desperate jab from the end of Darley’s pick handle took him in the chest and sent him tumbling back
         again.
      

      
      Lily was not idle. She stamped as hard as she could on the fingers of another man who was trying to climb on the wagon. At
         the same time she shrieked at the top of her shrill young voice. Momentarily, it seemed to have an unnerving effect on the
         attackers.
      

      
      The Varcoe wagoner picked himself up off the ground in time to prevent another of the vagrants from climbing on to the wagon
         via one of the wheels.
      

      
      The horse, frightened by what was going on, tried to pull away from the man holding its bridle. It failed in its efforts,
         but succeeded in dislodging two vagrants who were using the wheels as ladders to climb on board.
      

      
      Meanwhile, the drivers of two approaching clay wagons had seen what was going on. Abandoning their own horses and wagons,
         they ran to join the battle.
      

      
      Belatedly, the giant Lanyon Sweet realised the grave error of judgement he had made in deserting his post. Bellowing in anger,
         he ran to the rescue – and moments later the attack faded away.
      

      
      Yet, even as the would-be robbers fled from the scene, one of them picked up a jagged piece of slate from the side of the
         road. In a final gesture of frustration, he hurled it at the defenders of the Varcoe wagon.
      

      
      The stone caught Darley on the side of the face. A shout of pain escaped from him and he dropped to his knees, clutching the injured cheek.
      

      
      When Lily went to his aid, her face paled in fright at the amount of blood she could see on her brother’s face.

      
      Pulling his hand away she cried, ‘Let me look, Darley. Let me look!’

      
      It was a very bad gash and bleeding profusely.

      
      Peering over Lily’s shoulder, Jeremiah Rowe pulled a clean handkerchief from his pocket and handed it to her.

      
      Suddenly, it seemed, there were many people around the wagon. Three horsemen had appeared from somewhere and the two wagon
         drivers were talking with the Varcoe driver. All were muttering darkly about rogues and vagabonds.
      

      
      Ignoring them all, Lily pressed Jeremiah Rowe’s handkerchief against Darley’s face, removing it frequently to check the wound,
         all the time anxiously asking her brother how he felt.
      

      
      ‘I think he should see a doctor,’ said one of the horsemen, peering at the wound from the saddle of his horse.

      
      ‘I’m sure it will be all right.’ Embarrassed by all the fuss, Darley was anxious to be on his way. ‘I’ve got the Ruddlemoor
         wages to deliver. I’ll have my face cleaned up when I get there.’
      

      
      ‘Talking of seeing a doctor … Alf Tooze is lying in the woods back there. He’s badly hurt,’ said Lanyon Sweet. ‘I reckon the
         wagon must have rolled over him.’
      

      
      Looking back along the road, Darley saw a cluster of men about the spot where the Ruddlemoor wagon had been tipped off the
         road.
      

      
      As he watched, four men carried the inert body of Alf Tooze from the woods and placed it inside an empty wagon. Amidst much gesticulating, information was shouted to the men on the Varcoe wagon that they would take Tooze to hospital
         in St Austell. One of the horsemen said he would gallop ahead to report the matter to the St Austell constable.
      

      
      There was nothing to delay the Varcoe wagon any longer. It set off once more and all the way to the Ruddlemoor works Lily
         knelt beside her brother, holding Jeremiah Rowe’s handkerchief to his injured face.
      

      
      As they approached Ruddlemoor they met with a whole army of clay workers heading in the direction of St Austell. Most were
         from the Ruddlemoor works, although they seemed to have gathered other clay men along the way.
      

      
      When they saw the wagon with Darley on board, they set up a resounding cheer and swarmed about it.

      
      ‘Where are you men going?’ The question was put to the clay workers by the Varcoe captain.

      
      ‘We’re going to flush out those murdering thieves from the Menacuddle Woods. They’ll not lie in wait for any more of our wagons.’

      
      ‘There’s no need for that,’ said Darley. ‘They didn’t get the wages. They’re safe, here with me.’

      
      ‘That’s right,’ said Jeremiah Rowe. ‘Your lad saved the Ruddlemoor wages. The Varcoe money too. You’d best leave things to
         the St Austell constables now.’
      

      
      ‘We’re pleased to hear our money’s safe, Cap’n Rowe,’ said one of the Ruddlemoor men. ‘But we’re going to do this for Alf
         Tooze.’
      

      
      ‘Tooze is in St Austell hospital being taken care of by those who know how best to treat him. You’d do well to go back to
         work and make up his money until he’s well enough to come home.’
      

      
      ‘Alf’s in no hospital,’ said another of the men. ‘He was dead when they got him there. He’s on his way to the town morgue right now. A horseman came to Ruddlemoor up the back road from St Austell and told us.’
      

      
      ‘It’ll be the turn of they tinkers when we get our hands on ’em,’ said the first spokesman. ‘We’ll beat ’em out of the woods
         like pheasants.’
      

      
      ‘That’s right. We’ll bring a brace of ’em back for you.’

      
      Shouting their intentions, the clay workers made their way along the road towards St Austell. Behind them Lily, Darley and
         the Varcoe men watched them until they passed from sight around a bend in the road.
      

      
      ‘I can’t say that I agree with the way they’re going about things,’ declared the Varcoe clay works captain. ‘But one thing’s
         certain: the road through Menacuddle will be a safer place after today.’
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      When the wagon carrying Darley and the others reached Ruddlemoor, the only employees remaining at the clay workings were Abel
         Bolitho, his shift captain, and the bal maidens.
      

      
      Darley still held the bloody handkerchief to his cheek, and blood streaked his face and stained his shirt. Nevertheless, the
         Ruddlemoor captain’s first question was about the wages Darley had been sent to collect. ‘What’s happened to them? We heard
         they’d been stolen.’
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