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PREFATORY NOTICE.

Tuxr following pages really are what they purport to be,
extracts from the note-book of a geologist much engaged
in various economic inquiries which are connected with
and arise out of scientific investigations. In the course
of his inquiries, the ‘Author has often noted down in
greater or less detail those events and facts that seemed
to him at the time important, whether bearing directly
on his immediate object, or affecting the practice of
geology in other departments, or worthy of remark from
their novelty or general interest. It has sometimes hap-
pened that accidental delays in travelling have enabled
him to write down his impressions at once, and at some
length ; while not unfrequently points of the greatest



v
interest have been very slightly touched upon, simply

from want of time to record observations.

The mixed tone of scientific discussion and narrative
that prevails in this book may seem tedious to some
readers ; while others may be willing to excuse, if they
do not actually approve of it. It must be left for the
critic and the public to determine whether the matter
will justify the manner.

Most of the actual statements made can be depended
on, as they are either the result of personal investigation
or strict local inquiry. For the opinions and conclusions
the author alone is responsible; and, with regard to
these, he is anxious to have it understood that he is
wedded to no theories, and is only desirous of bringing
out the truth.

17 Manchester Street,
London, 31st July, 1854.
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CHAPTER THE FIRST.

ACCOUNT OF A COAL-FIELD NEAR NANTES.—SCENERY ON
THE BANKS OF THE RIVER ERDRE IN BRITTANY.

I mavE lately been examining a small and singular coal-field
extending from a few miles north of Nantes eastwards to the
Loire at Chalonne, and in the course of my exploration had
occasion to descend from the little town of Nort by an old
rickety packet-boat of some twenty horse-power to the Loire at
Nantes, following the course of the river Erdre, which is chiefly
known as being a part of the line of water communication
between Brest and Nantes. I was so much surprised and
delighted at the singular beauty of this river during the greater
part of its course, that I am anxious to communicate to others
a means of enjoying charming scenery in a retired corner of
France, which still retains a large number of its primitive habits
and costumes.

The coal-field of this part of Brittany is not very important.
It consists of a singular belt of carboniferous rocks ranging
nearly east and west, and reaching from the terminus of the
Brest and Nantes Canal, where it enters the Frdre a few miles
north of Nantes, to Chalonne, not far from Angers on the Loire,
a total distance of about sixty-five miles. This belt contains
two groups of coal-beds, both which are nearly vertical, but

they have a uniform south dip as far as is known in the con-
B2
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cession I visited, where the total number of beds is thirteen,
of which however only four can be regarded as distinctly deter-
mined and available for working. They are all very irregular,
varying from a few inches to 12 or 15 yards in thickness, but
the average thickness may be taken at from 3 to 5 feet. The
two groups are about 150 fathoms apart, and the pits hitherto
sunk have been almost all on the beds to the south. The asso-
ciated rocks are chiefly gritstones, more or less coarsely grained,
and often stained with iron and coal. Shales occur near the
coal-seams, and the presence of coal is often indicated by wet
hollows. One such hollow ranges east and west, parallel with
the strike of the coal and between the north and south groups.
There is probably here a thick mass of shale, and possibly an
east and west fault, but the fault is not proved.

The coal in this district has been partially worked for many
years, and a large quantity has been got from numerous shallow
pits opened on the crop of some one of the seams, and following
the coal down till the pit has fallen in. It is supposed that
scarcely any shafts have been sunk more than about 100 fathoms.
A pair of new vertical pits has been put down in a convenient spot
near a good road by the present manager, and one pit has cut
the coal at ten fathoms. The coal appears to be of inferior qua-
lity, but is in demand for lime-burning in the vicinity. Nume-
rous crops of this and other beds are easily shown by opening
costeaning pits in the fields, or examining the roadside cuttings.
The cost of sinking a shaft (measuring 10 feet by 7, and divided
by a brattice) is not more than £4 a fathom for shallow depths,
but a deep pit (say 100 fathoms) would probably average £24
per fathom, including timbering. As much as fifteen fathoms
per month could be sunk in the kind of rock hitherto met with
in the district.

The qualities of the coal in the northern and southern beds
are somewhat different ; the former being sold as a smith’s coal
and the latter for kiln work. Each appears sufficient for the
purposes to which it is applied. In appearance the coals are
dirty, tender, very flaky, not very bituminous, and rather sul-
phury. They burn, however, with tolerable readiness and with
some little flame, and do not leave a large quantity of ash.

The principal demand for this coal has hitherto arisen from
numerous lime-kilns in the neighbourhood constructed on a
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large scale. These are said to require at least 20,000 tons a
year, and no doubt a market exists for an additional quantity,
taken for the use of Nantes and various towns in Brittany
accessible by water carriage. It is however difficult, if not im-
possible, to decide whether a very greatly increased supply
would be met by a corresponding demand, although it certainly
appears that the supply is insufficient. The coal is not much, if
at all, used for domestic purposes. The present sources of supply
are the mines worked on concessions at Chalonne on the Loire
towards the east and at Langhien towards the west. The capital
invested has hitherto been too small to admit of any successful
competition with operations conducted with due economy and
on a large scale, should any such be undertaken.

The high-roads in the district are excellent, but the cross-
roads utterly impassable in bad weather, and bad even in
summer.

The price of English coal at Nantes and Ancenis is as much
as 24s. per ton (May 1853). The coal of the district is not very
well adapted to the manufacture of gas, and its use must be
chiefly confined to railway and steam-boat purposes, if found to
be an available fuel. It could probably be sold at Nantes at a
low price, provided a market could be found.

No large amount of capital and no operations on an extensive
scale are either desirable or likely to bring out a successful
result in the case of this property. If in careful hands and with
a sufficient capital to try the experiment fairly, and provided there
turns out to be a real opening for a large consumption at Nantes
and Brest for steam purposes, very handsome profits might be
securely realized on a small outlay, but until the coal has been
tried and has proved to answer the purpose, it would be unsafe
to promise any important result. If put into hands unaccus-
tomed to the country and people, it must prove a failure, and
a great increase of supply, without first ensuring a market, would
probably involve a heavy loss.

The beds of coal seem to occur between a band of fine pure
limestone coming out to the south, and old shales and slaty
rocks to the north. The limestone forms hills, and is exten-
sively worked for burning. Sixty or seventy huge cones for
burning the lime, each provided with winding roads running up
its sides, or with great bridge-like approaches from the hill-side,



