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Statement of Significance: 

The mineral lode of the Neptune Silver-Lead Mine was an early discovery by James ‘Philosopher’ Smith (1827–97), representing 

part of his geological education ahead of his monumental discovery of tin at Mount Bischoff . One of the Tasmania’s early 

silver-lead discoveries, it prompted legislative change which enabled mineral leases to be issued on seashore Crown reserves 

and under the sea. The mine demonstrates the struggle of small mining companies to prove their resource. The Neptune Mine 

is a rare example of a mine worked beneath the sea, with the added danger of saltwater ingress. The site has the potential to 

contribute to an understanding of mining and smelting technology of the period as well as the living and working conditions of 

the miners involved.

(non-statutory summary)

The Heritage Council may enter a place in the Heritage Register if it meets one or more of the following criteria from 

the Historic Cultural Heritage Act 1995:

Why is it significant?:

a)

The mineral lode of the Neptune Silver-Lead Mine was an early discovery by James ‘Philosopher’ Smith , representing 

part of his geological education ahead of his monumental discovery of tin at Mount Bischoff . One of the Tasmania’s 

first galena (lead sulphide containing silver) discoveries, it prompted legislative change which enabled mineral leases 

to be issued on seashore crown reserves and under the sea. The mine demonstrates the struggle of small mining 

companies to prove their resource.

The place is important to the course or pattern of Tasmania’s history.

b)

Like the Penguin Silver Mine (THR 10964), this is a rare example of a mine worked beneath the sea, with the added 

danger of saltwater ingress. Two famous Cornish tin mines, Botallack and Levant, had labyrinths of tunnels under the 

sea, but there are few Tasmanian mines with anything like equivalent workings .

The place possesses uncommon or rare aspects of Tasmania’s history.

c)

Part of the site of the Neptune Silver-Lead Mine is overgrown, which may have helped preserve the remains of 

workings, footings of buildings and archaeological deposits associated with late-nineteenth- and 

early-twentieth-century mining activities. The site has the potential to contribute to an understanding of mining and 

smelting technology of the period, as well as the living and working conditions of the miners involved. Inspector of 

Mines Gustav Thureau regarded Johnston's Shaft as one of the best he had seen in Tasmania for strength and 

capacity, it being framed with square sets using timbers as much as 30 cm in diameter (Thureau 1881, p. 6). The 

shaft would make for interesting comparison with others remaining from the period, including those at Mount Bischoff 

and Beaconsfield. Any archaeological deposits relating to the experimental furnace installed by the Peart family may 

help demonstrate nineteenth-century smelting techniques. It may be possible to compare the composition of slag 

from the experimental furnace with that of the contemporaneous Zeehan-Dundas silver-lead smelters. A metallurgist 

may be able to compare the metallurgical quality of the various smelters and determine why each failed or 

succeeded. Archaeological deposits associated with work at the silver-lead mine may be captured not only in building 

footings but in sealed artefact deposits as cut and filled rubbish pits or dumps.

The place has the potential to yield information that will contribute to an understanding of Tasmania’s history.

d)

No Data Recorded

The place is important in demonstrating the principal characteristics of a class of place in Tasmania’s history.

e)

No Data Recorded

The place is important in demonstrating a high degree of creative or technical achievement.

f)

No Data Recorded

The place has a strong or special association with a particular community or cultural group for social or 

spiritual reasons.

g)

No Data Recorded

The place has a special association with the life or works of a person, or group of persons, of importance in 

Tasmania’s history.

h) The place is important in exhibiting particular aesthetic characteristics.

No Data Recorded
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Heritage approval is required for work that will result in changes to the nature or appearance

(www.heritage.tas.gov.au)

information about the level of approval required and appropriate outcomes.

Please refer to the Heritage Council's Works Guidelines 

of the fabric of a Heritage place, both internal and external.

for

Heritage Advisors are also available to answer questions and provide guidance on

enquiries@heritage.tas.gov.au or Tel 1300850332

This data sheet is intended to provide sufficient information and justification for listing the 

place on the Heritage Register. Under the legislation, only one of the criteria needs to be 

met. The data sheet is not intended to be a comprehensive inventory of the heritage 

values of the place, there may be other heritage values of interest to the Heritage Council 

not currently acknowledged.

Setting:

The Neptune Silver-Lead Mine is situated on the beach and just above the high-water mark on a Crown reservation 

north of the railway line at Teatree Point, about 2 km east of Penguin. The tidal waters of Bass Strait scour the beach 

and adjacent rocks. The shoreline is heavily vegetated. Nearby is a house on a small parcel of private land. Penguin 

Road passes close by to the south of the railway line.

Description:

Little evidence of the Neptune Silver-Lead Mine is visible on the surface today. It seems that at least three shafts were 

sunk at this site:

Peart’s Shaft, on the beach below the high-water mark at approx. 424417e, 5447727n (this shaft is not included in the 

registration);

Johnston’s Shaft, on the 30-metre-wide Crown reservation at approx. 424264e, 5447726n;

Under the present Penguin Road at approx. 424165e, 5447711n (possibly James Martin’s 1890s shaft). This shaft is 

not included in the registration.

All shafts have been filled in. The original shaft on the beach may have been filled in naturally by the tidal movement of 

stones, shells, sand and debris. This publicly accessible area where fossickers have collected mineral samples in 

years gone by represents the site of the silver-lead outcrop discovered by Philosopher Smith and Maurice Duncan in 

1862. A tramway is said to have been built across the rocks on the northern side of TeaTree Point for the disposal of 

mullock (waste rock from the mine diggings) (Darrel Barker 2024), and evidence of human activity including metal 

embedded in the rock can be found in this area. Because the mine was early by Tasmanian standards and only 

worked sporadically it was never properly mapped. The overprinting of part of the site by a 20th-century piggery has 

also complicated its interpretation.

Potential archaeological sites

Aside from the shafts and tramway, features known or said to have existed on the Neptune Mine site include a stone 

or concrete machinery base, a headframe, horse whim, engine house, mullock heap, experimental furnace and 

blacksmith’s shop. While these structures and the mullock are gone, building and machinery footings may still exist 

under the scrub on the Crown reservation. Archaeological deposits pertaining to the experimental furnace used by the 

Peart family to smelt silver and/or lead would be of special interest, since it would have been contemporaneous with 

the four smelters on the  Zeehan-Dundas silver-lead field which opened up in the late 1880s. It may be possible, for 

example, to compare the composition of slag from the experimental furnace with that of the much larger 

Zeehan-Dundas smelters. A metallurgist may be able to compare the metallurgical quality of the various smelters and 

determine why each failed or succeeded. Some of the mine workings are known to have filled with fresh water, but the 

main workings were dry enough to be explored by the Barker family dog in the 1940s (Darrel Barker 2024). While the 

entrances to these have been filled in, the shafts and horizontal drives could remain intact underground and have 

some archaeological potential. Inspector of Mines Gustav Thureau regarded Johnston 's Shaft as one of the best he 

had seen in Tasmania for strength and capacity, it being framed with square sets using timbers as much as 30 cm in 

diameter (Thureau 1881, p. 6). The shaft would make for interesting comparison with others remaining from the period, 

including those at Mount Bischoff and Beaconsfield.

The registered area

The registration covers part of the Crown reserve with the railway easement as its southern boundary and Title 

153024/1 as part of its eastern boundary. The western and northern boundaries follow the edge of the Crown reserve.
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Features included in the registration

1. The site of Johnston’s Shaft on the Crown reserve at approx. 424264e, 5447726n at the western end of TeaTree

Point.

2. An area on the Crown reserve adjacent to Johnson’s shaft possibly containing building and machinery footings

and archaeological deposits relating to the operation of the Neptune Mine.

3. The possible site of a tramway at approx. 424307E, 5447766N used in the early days of the mine to land

machinery or dump mullock from the mine.

Features omitted from the registration

The beach site of Smith and Duncan’s original discovery and of Peart’s shaft. Since tidal action and fossicking 

make it unlikely that any galena or any fabric of the shaft remains to demonstrate the Neptune Mine’s discovery and 

early operation, the site of the original shaft has been omitted.

The site of the concrete engine block for the Johnston’s Shaft windlass and the mullock heap from the 

shaft. These were on the adjoining private land (Title 153024/1) and were removed to make way for a piggery shed. 

Excavation for this building and the subsequent erection of a house on the same site make it unlikely that any 

archaeological deposits survive there.

History:

The Penguin area was the territory of the Northern Aboriginal people (Ryan 2012, pp. 22–23), being part of a 

landscape managed and kept open using fire by Aboriginal people for thousands of years before European occupation . 

In March 1862 the Forth mineral prospector James ‘Philosopher’ Smith reported that with Maurice Duncan he had 

found ‘a vein of metal on the sea beach’. The find was ‘about two miles east of the Penguin Creek and near to the 

north end of the boundary line which divides of the lands of the Revd W Mathieson and Mr A Drew’ (Smith 1862). The 

quartz vein was at Tea Tree Point near what became the village of Penguin (Hughes 1953, p. 15/92).  Smith had 

already discovered copper on the beach nearby. When he asked the government for permission to work the copper 

lode he received a response that applied to both discoveries: ‘as the spot indicated by you is in front of private 

property, it is out of the power of the Government to comply with your request’ (Colonial treasurer 1862). No mining 

lease could be granted at either site until Section 12 of the Waste Lands Act no.4 (1867) enabled the leasing of public 

reserves including the seashore (Calder 1867 and 1868). The copper discovery became the Penguin Silver Mine, 

which dominated Smith’s life until his discovery of the far more significant tin deposits of Mount Bischoff in December 

1871.

The silver-lead or galena (lead sulphide containing silver) mine at Tea Tree Point had a history of fits and starts typical 

of a promising but under-funded mine. In 1868 local farmer WM Peart and sons sank a shaft on the almost 

30-cm-wide mineral vein discovered by Smith and Duncan (Gould 1867, p. 4; Hughes 1953, p. 16/93). The site was 

below the line of high tide, necessitating ramparts to protect it from water ingress. The Pearts replaced their original 

horse whim (a horse-powered winding mechanism) with a 10-horsepower steam engine for pumping and winding (‘The 

Penguin Galena Mine’ 1877, p. 2). They erected a small experimental furnace on the site ( ‘Mining news’ 1878, p. 3; 

Montgomery 1895a, p. v), and while the results of their trial smelting are unknown, subsequent silence on the matter 

suggests it was unsuccessful.

The work of the Pearts was confined to a four-acre mining lease, but the acquisition of 10 acres of adjacent freehold 

brightened the prospects of success. In 1881 the Neptune Silver and Lead Mining Company was successfully floated 

in Launceston, with paid-up capital of £5200 (Registration 1881, p. 4), the name probably reflecting the mine’s marine 

difficulties (rather than the name of the nearest pub, the Neptune Hotel [THR 10936], the earliest version of which 

opened in 1887). The proprietors recruited experienced English silver-lead mining manager William Johnston to 

superintend operations from Launceston (Testimonial 1879; Johnston 1881). His miners sank a new shaft above the 

high-water mark and to the south-west of Peart’s on another vein of galena (Thureau 1881, p. 6), but by 1884 the 

money had run out, the engine was sold and the mine abandoned ( ‘Penguin’ 1884, p. 3).

The technological merry-go-round resumed in 1887 with the successful flotation of the Neptune Silver-Lead Company, 

No Liability, with capital of £5000 (Prospectus 1887, p. 1). The Melbourne- based company’s 40-acre lease extended 

out over Bass Strait, suggesting expansion plans in this direction, and the christening of the new steam engine was a 

signal day in Penguin (‘Penguin’ 1888, p. 5). Mine manager John H Brown’s arrival and the interest of the Ballarat 

School of Mines seem to have prompted the establishment of the Penguin Mining Institute, Museum and Library 

(‘Midas’ 1886, p. 21). Nominally this was Tasmania’s first mining institute, originally employing a professional assayer 

and containing a laboratory and mineral collection (Penguin 1887). However, it did not offer instruction in mining 

engineering and was essentially a mechanics’ institute of the kind that was common in Tasmania during the second 

half of the nineteenth century, the main features being regular public lectures and a reading room in which a variety of 
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journals and newspaper could be accessed ( ‘Midas’ 1886, p. 21; ‘Country news’ 1888, p. 3).

The 1887 company was formed in the glow of the Broken Hill silver boom, but the 1891 economic downturn cooled 

mining investment in Tasmania, with only gold retaining its allure. James Martin was reported as making a promising 

silver discovery adjoining the Neptune in 1891, but nothing came of it ( ‘Silver’ 1891, p. 21). Sporadic work at the 

Neptune Mine made in the years 1895–1918 suffered from the same want of capital (Burns 1964, p. 253). The main 

shaft was sunk at least 100 feet, with drives of at least 175 feet to the north-east (under Bass Strait) and 75 feet to the 

south (Montgomery 1895a, p. v). Government Geologist WH Twelvetrees was unimpressed with these figures , 

believing that shafts of 300 or 400 feet were needed to get below the fractured geological zone ( Twelvetrees 1905). 

They were never sunk, and the mine was never tested at depth. Production seems to have been confined to 20 tons of 

ore shipped to London during the 1880s which returned about £280 (Prospectus 1887, p. 1).

Barkers’ piggery

The mine site remained relatively intact until farmers Wilf and Jean Barker bought the property in 1932 (certificate of 

title 379/121). The concrete engine mount remained, a large mullock heap accompanied the main shaft, which the 

Barkers filled in with rubbish (Darrel Barker 2024). In 1934, when £2000 worth of unemployment relief were made 

available to improve the Penguin-Ulverstone road ( ‘Today’s news in brief’ 1934, p. 2), Wilf Barker agreed to sell the 

Neptune mullock dump for road metal—providing he was one of the men employed to cart the metal to its destination 

(Warren Barker 2024). Barker, a tireless worker for the community, served in the House of Assembly 1964–76 and 

was awarded a CBE (Parliament of Tasmania website). His piggery was enlarged over the decades, occupying most 

of the private land at TeaTree Point. After Barker’s death in 1988 his family sold the property, the buildings were 

demolished and a private house was built on Title 153024/1.

Comparative analysis: mines worked on the seashore and under the sea

The Penguin Silver Mine had similar operational issues to the Neptune in terms of its original shaft being threatened 

by high tide (Thureau 1881, p. 6) and having workings (its northern drive) under Bass Strait (Smith 1898). Other 

Tasmanian mines developed at the seashore have included the Badger Head Copper Mine (Hughes 1954, p. 7) on the 

north coast and the Cliff (Montgomery 1895b, p. 31) and Cornwall Tin Mines (Thureau 1882, p. 6) at Heemskirk on the 

West Coast, but none of these had drives under the sea or was threatened with inundation by the tide.

On a world scale the submarine expanse of the Neptune Mine seems almost inconsequential. Two famous Cornish tin 

mines, Botallack and Levant, had labyrinths of tunnels stretching at least 1 km under the sea (Buckley 2005, p. 143). 

The Lota Coal Mine in Chile worked a deposit 500 metres below the sea with 65 km of undersea workings over a 

period of 150 years (UNESCO World Heritage Convention). At the Bell Island Iron Ore Mine in Newfoundland, Canada, 

undersea extraction was conducted for more than 40 years over an area of at least 83 square km (Bell Island mining 

history website).
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