XV1.—On the Knowledge and Commerce of Tin
among ancient Nations.

By THE REv. SAMUEL GREATHEED.

(Communicated in a Letter to Joux D.xnms, Eeq. Member
of the Suciety.)

—————e

OrF the commerce by which Britain has been
raised to its present state of eminence, no ar-
ticle can vie for ancient celebrity with that of
Tix. Our country was known by the name of
Cassiterides, or the Tin Islands, by nations
that were actually ignorant of its situation.
This, indeed, was carefully secreted by its
Pheenician visitors, at the same time that they
exaggerated its productions. Hence ancient
writers, from Herodotus to the elder Pliny, in
reference to these subjects, were involved in
uncertainty and error; and it has become dif-
ficult, not only to reconcile their various state-
ments; but even to ascertain, in some instances,
their meaning. Could these objects, however,
be attained, there still remain facts, for which
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it is not more easy to account. Metallurgy,
perhaps, above every other useful art, has been
remarkable, at all times, for its mysteries; and
to ancient naturalists, the mysteries of tin
seem to have been inscrutable.

No metal of equal utility is now, I apprehend,
to be found in so few countries; and most of
these were then unknown to the more civilized
nations, and the rest were at remote distances
from them. Yet Tin is named among other
metals, by Moses, sixteen centuries before
the Christian Era; and Homer, who wrote
eight centuries later, represents it to have been
used at the siege of Troy, apparently in the
eleventh century before Christ. The first po-
pulation of Britain will not reasonably admit of
being assigned to an earlier date; and the
Pheenicians seem to have first extended their .
navigation to the Atlantic Ocean about the
same time. - Another century, or more, may na-
turally be allowed for them to penetrate so far
northward as Britain, and to obtain from its
south-western extremity, and the adjacent
islands, this celebrated article of their com-
merce. So incommunicative, however, were
they, concerning the original deposit of the
treasure, that Herodotus (inquisitive and inde-
fatigable as he demonstrates himself to have
been) could only learn, 400 years after Homer,
that tin was procured from some western
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islands, the situation of which was unknown.
From that date to the Christian Era, the suc-
cessive Greek writers, Aristotle, Posidonius,
Polybius, Diodorus Siculus, and Strabo, mani-
Test clearer information. They knew that Tin
was obtained from the northern confines of
Spain and Lusitania; and likewise from Britain;
over-land through Gaul; but they mostly dis-
tinguish the latter country from the Cassi-
terides, without assigning the situation of those
islands. Roman writers, even to a later date,
discover less information, and more incredulity,
on the subject. Pliny gives the name of
Plumbum candidum to the Cassiteron, or Tin, of
the Greeks; and scouts, as fictious, the re-
ports that it had ever been procured from
islands in the Atlantic Ocean, or any where
but from Spain and Lusitania. The name of
Stannum, together with the proper uses of Tin,
he attributes to a metal which he describes as
found intermixed with silver and Plumbum
nigrum (or Lead).* With the latter metal, he
represents Britain peculiarly to have abounded;
but he does not intimate, that either Stannum,
or Plumbum candidum (or Album ), had ever been
found there. Yet Julius Cesar, above a cen-
tury earlier, had said, Nascitur ibi plumbum
album.t+ 1If, however, he meant T'n, his infor-
mation was erroneous; for he represents it as

® Nat, Hist. Lib. xxxiii. Cap. 16. 17. t Bell. Gall, v, 10.
YY
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a production, not of the maritime, but the -
land part of Britain; apparently confounding
it with our interior lead mines. Of these,
Pliny seems to have been better informed ; the
Romans having then gained possession of Der-
byshire : but of British Tin, he appears to have
been wholly ignorant; Cornwall being uncon-
quered, probably, till the reign of Antoninus;
and the Romans being, of all ancient polished
nations, the least commercial.

The Latin term, Stannum, appears to have
been adopted from the ancient Cornish, Steax,
or the Welsh Ystaen; for which, Plwm gwynx
(synonymous with Plumbum album) is some-
times used. Another term, Alcam (from Can
signifying bright), is, however, always used for
T'in,in the Welsh Bible ; perhaps from a doubt
whether that metal was meant. The expressions,
“ Thy silver is become dross,—I will purge
away thy dross, and take away all thy tin,” *—
accord better with the Stannum, than with the
Plumbum candidum, of Pliny. The Hebrew term
Bedil, translated Tin, likewise signifies, * that
which is separated : ” and the Greek translators
(who every where else render it cassiteros, or
Tin) here translate it metaphorically, « the
wicked.” That the prophet Ezekiel meant
proper Tin, appears, from his enumeration of
it with silver, iron, and lead, as articles of com-

® Isainh, i. 22, 25.
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merce which the Pheenicians obtained from
Tarshish, or Tartessus, in Spain®: but he else-
where describes it (with Isaiah) as if separated,
by fusion, from silver; in common, however,
with iron, lead, and even brass, or coppert;
between the last of which, neither the Hebrews,
Greeks, nor Romans, used any name of dis-
tinction; Cuprum being formed from s Cy-
prium, or Cyprian Brass.

Moses mentions Tin, with Gold, Silver, Brass,
Iron and Lead, as part of the spoils of the
Midianites } ; who had long been principal car-
riers of Oriental Merchandize §, and were con-
sequently very rich in precious metals ||. What-
ever, thergfore, is fo be nnderstood by Tin,
when first mentioned in the sacred history, it
was more likely to have been procured from
the East, than from the West, by the Midian-
ites, long before Britain could probably be in-
habited, or even the Pheenicians have passed in-
to the Atlantic Ocean, The East Indies might
have been peopled six or seven centuries before;
and Tin, which is found abundantly at Banca,
and in Siam, might have passed, by barter,
through Hindostan and Persia, into the hands
of the roving Midianites.

The Greeks might, in Homer's time, be sup-
plied by the Pheenicians, with tin, from the

* Tsaiah, xxvii. 12, t Isaiah, xx. 18; ¢ Numbers, xxxi. 22.
§ Genesis, xxxvii. 25, 28. || Judges, viii. 24, 26.
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Spanish mines. The only use of it in the
Trojan war, was that which Vulcan made ta
embellish the arms of Achilles; and for this
he wasg more likely to be indebted to poetical
invention, than to mercantile enterprise. When
the Pheenicians, from Tartessus and Carthage,
began to abtain tin from Britain, they might
choose to report that all which they sold came
from so remote and unknown a country (the
course to which they laboured to conceal), ra-
ther than from any part of Spain, where other
nations could more easily have penetrated.
‘When that eountry was subdued, and Carthage
destroyed, by the Romans, in the second century
before Christ, their traffic ceased, and the

- Lusitanian mines fell into the power of the

conquerors; but the Phocean merchants of
Marseilles obtained British Tin from the depot
of St. Michael's Mount ; whence it was fetched
in boats to the opposite coast of Gaul, carried
on horses to the upper Rhone, and navigated
down that river. (Diod. Sic.lib.5.c.9). When
the Romans conquered Gaul, and invaded
Britain, the natives of both countries seem to
have abandoned a commerce, which could only
have enriched their oppressors, and have aug-
mented their cupidity; and it was consigned
to oblivion, till the entire conquest of South
Britain detected the unsuspected treasures of
Cornwell.
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Such appears to me to be the most natural
. developement of the confused, and partly con-
tradictory accounts, which the ancients have
bequeathed to us, of their knowledge and
acquisition of Tin. To the Cornwall Geologi-
cal Society, these brief and imperfect hints
may possibly furnish matter and occasion of
more satisfactory investigation.



