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INTRODUCTION


Some history books are dull; I love history, but even I struggle to get past the first chapter of some of them.


In my opinion, too much detail is sometimes the problem. A scholar of history might want to know everything – but does the average person?


There are plenty of history books on Cornwall and, yes, most are far weightier than this one. However, a clue to the appeal of this book, as far as I am concerned, is in the title. Cornwall might be deserving of a ‘big’ history book, but the fact that this is a ‘little’ one actually makes it more accessible to those who would like to know something, rather than everything.


All the significant events are included in this book, but, due to its size, I have had less opportunity of falling into the trap of providing too much detail.


There is no other county in England quite like Cornwall; it is a land apart. Even today access into the duchy is restricted by the River Tamar – its natural border – with only a few crossing places. It is as if those roads into the county are threads that keep Cornwall hanging on to the rest of England, or, more accurately, keep the rest of England hanging on to the still fiercely independent Cornish! There is no doubt that the isolation of Cornwall has shaped the people – and therefore its history – into something quite different from the rest of the country.


I believe most people are curious and would like to know more about the history of their county. Many do not seek to do so because they find some history books daunting. I hope this ‘little’ book is different.


Paul Wreyford
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ANCIENT CORNWALL


BC TO THE ROMANS


ONCE UPON A TIME


Cornwall has existed – if not by name – for a long time, but there is little evidence available to be able to state exactly when the first people started to reside in the county, let alone reveal what they got up to.


It is thanks to the finds of archaeologists that we can even begin to try to give a date as to when people started to make their home in Cornwall. Certainly, historians have concluded that folk were slow in discovering the delights of the county. Land east of the River Tamar – the natural border between Cornwall and Devon – was settled much earlier, and it is thought that the first to tread on Cornish soil were visitors who did not choose to stay.


At some point during the New Stone Age, people at last started to make Cornwall their place of residence. Over time, more and more seemingly came in search of the tin that was to become so important to future generations, and more and more decided to stay.


There is certainly plenty of evidence of habitation during the New Stone Age, also known as the Neolithic Period. Many megalithic monuments from this era still stand. Burial chambers, known as quoits or dolmens, are examples of the earliest architecture in Cornwall known to us. Formed by a number of upright megaliths supporting a horizontal capstone, it is believed they date to about 3000 BC. The majority can be found in the west of the county, Lanyon Quoit, north of Penzance, being the most famous. Carn Brea, the hilltop site in Redruth, is one of many other places providing further evidence of Neolithic activity.


The Bronze Age saw the move from stone to metal. Bronze is, of course, the alloy of tin and copper; two natural resources that Cornwall is blessed with. It meant that the Cornish tin trade started to flourish, with merchants arriving from all over Europe, most notably the Mediterranean.


Standing stones (menhirs) and stone circles seemingly satisfied the religious needs of the people, and might also have been erected to track the movement of the sun and the moon. Their appearance perhaps highlights the fact that it was not all about survival at this point, an indication that farming was flourishing, or that the people were at least getting enough food to be able to devote time and energy to satisfying more than their basic survival needs.
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Lanyon Quoit.





It is believed stone circles started to appear in Cornwall during the Neolithic Period, but construction of these sites peaked during the early Bronze Age. There are many Bronze Age sites still in evidence in Cornwall, including the Merry Maidens near St Buryan in the far west of the county.


The Iron Age proved to be another boost to agriculture, the new metal being used to make tougher tools that helped increase productivity. Cornwall is home to one of the best examples of an Iron Age village in the whole of the country: Chysauster, near Newmill, Penzance. Castle-an-Dinas, near St Columb Major, is also one of the most impressive hillforts of the era still in evidence. However, it was the dwellers themselves – not their buildings – that really shaped the future of Cornwall. These Iron Age people are, of course, more commonly known as the Celts.


MAKE YOUR PRESENCE ‘CELT’


Of all the various settlers in Cornwall, it was the Celts who left the biggest mark on the county. Their greatest legacy was the Cornish language itself.


Historians have long debated the origin of the Celts and are unable to pinpoint an exact time when they first came to Britain. It is suggested that they emerged from Eastern Europe, spreading west from about 1200 BC, at a time when tribal clashes had resulted in much unrest on the Continent. However, some suggest they came earlier and some say later.


It is just as difficult to conclude when the Celts arrived in Cornwall. It is believed a small number first started to filter into the native population during the Bronze Age, though it was probably not until the Iron Age that the Celts reached the peak of their colonisation of the county.


As the Celts mingled with the natives, a number of different dialects gradually fused into one from which the Cornish language was ultimately descended.


It appears people of the Iron Age – or Celts if you prefer – lived well and were generally a civil bunch. Greek geographer Pytheas spoke well of them at any rate.


THOSE NICE CORNISH PEOPLE


The first person to write about Cornwall had good things to say about its people.


Explorer Pytheas, a member of the Greek colony of what is now Marseille in France, is accredited with the first ever written account of Britain, which just happened to be on Cornwall to be precise, ensuring it became the first county to be recorded in writing.


Pytheas came to British shores to trade in about 325 BC. His own account of the voyage has been lost, and we only learn of his observations on the people of Cornwall through later writers quoting extracts from his work. These include historian Diodorus Siculus, who lived more than 200 years after Pytheas.


Through the work of Pytheas – presumed to be quoted or paraphrased by Diodorus – the reader is left in little doubt that tin, with which Cornwall has long been associated, was already a thriving industry.


Pytheas observed that the prepared tin was carried to the tidal island of Ictis, which many believe to be St Michael’s Mount, where it was sold to merchants and shipped to the Continent. Notably, Pytheas also pointed out that the people were civilised in manner and hospitable to strangers.


The Cornish will say that nothing has changed in more than 2,000 years.


WHAT’S IN A NAME?


Cornwall has been known by many names. It was Pytheas or Greek historian Diodorus Siculus who supposedly gave it its first one: Belerion.


The name was used by the Greeks, and later by the Romans, to describe the south-western tip of Britain and not necessarily the whole of today’s Cornwall.


Belerion is thought to have been the first recorded place name in the United Kingdom. It translates as ‘the shining land’, which possibly was in reference to the tin found on its shores.


The Celtic kingdom that consisted of what is now Cornwall, Devon and some parts of Somerset and Dorset was named Dumnonia by the Romans.


The name Cornwall (or Kernow in Cornish) is thought to have its origins in a tribe known as the Cornovii that occupied the far west of Dumnonia. The prefix ‘corn’ or ‘kern’ means a horn and is most likely in reference to the people being situated at the ‘horn’ of Britain – the Cornish peninsula. Over time, that area became known as Cornubia, before the Anglo-Saxons added the suffix ‘wealas’, meaning foreigner, the Cornish people once being known as the ‘West Welsh’ and effectively occupying the far end of Wales or ‘Corn-wealas’.


Cornish antiquarian Richard Carew, famous for The Survey of Cornwall, published in 1602, was among those who tried to sum it all up. He put forward this theory:




Cornwall being cast out into the sea, with the shape of a horn, borrowed the one part of her name from her fashion … and the other from her inhabitants, both which conjoined make Cornuwalliae, and contrived, Cornwall: in which sense the Cornish people call it Kernow, derived likewise from Kerne, a horn.





Of course, it has to be said that historians have long been trying to find the definitive answer to the question of how Cornwall got its name – and will probably continue to do so for even longer.


CORNWALL WASN’T BUILT IN A DAY


They came, they saw, they conquered.


Well, actually, you could argue that the Romans did not really do that at all in Cornwall.


Yes, they ‘came’ and yes they ‘saw’, but, generally, they left the Cornish pretty much to their own devices. Certainly, the influence of Rome, even today, is felt far less in Cornwall than in other counties of England.


Britain was under Roman occupation from AD 43 until the Romans withdrew from the country in AD 410.


However, it appears there was little Roman penetration into Cornwall during these years. The Roman Empire extended westwards, but pretty much stopped in Devon. Exeter, which the Romans called Isca Dumnoniorum, was their most westerly town. It is not really known why the Romans did not, on the whole, venture any further. Some historians have suggested the mass of Dartmoor, still wild country today, put them off.


Tin had put Cornwall on the map, but the tin trade initially declined under Roman rule. The Romans had found an alternative supply in Spain, so had no need to trade with the natives. Had they not gone to Spain for their tin, they might have viewed Cornwall as being of more importance and developed it more than they did. However, when the metal became difficult to obtain in Spain, the Romans of Britain did at last seemingly turn to the rich supply on their own doorstep. Plenty of Roman coins dated between AD 250 and AD 350 have been found in Cornwall, suggesting it was not until then that they really started to tap into its tin industry. However, the Romans had constructed no main roads west of Exeter, meaning that tin had to be shipped out. It is believed the tin trade was pretty much confined to the area west of the Camel and Fowey rivers. And, by the time the tin trade in Cornwall was flourishing again, the best days of the Romans in Britain were coming to an end.


On the whole, it seems that the Cornish did not experience a dramatic change to their way of life under Roman rule. Throughout the Roman Period, people in Cornwall continued to reside in enclosed settlements, known as rounds, or in courtyard house villages such as Chysauster, just as their Iron Age predecessors had done. A Roman fort existed at Nanstallon, near Bodmin, while traces of two temporary forts near Restormel Castle and Calstock have also recently been unearthed. There is also evidence of a Roman villa at Magor Farm, near Camborne, though it was probably an imitation, built by someone keen to live the Roman way of life.
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As well as finds of Roman coins and milestones, that is pretty much it as far as Cornwall is concerned. Some suggest Voliba – as mentioned by famous geographer Ptolemy – may have been a Roman town or settlement somewhere in Cornwall, but the physical evidence of that has yet to come to light. Perhaps more evidence will be found in the future to change the idea that the Romans did not really ‘conquer’ Cornwall, but until then that is the general view.


The Romans left Britain in AD 410, leaving it open to invasion from other fronts. The Saxons, who had already made inroads into south-east England, were to be next.


Another invasion was also under way. The Romans left us many things, including their religion, and the Christian saints were to come marching in.
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EARLY MIDDLE AGES


SAINTS AND SAXONS, KINGS AND VIKINGS


AND DID THOSE FEET IN ANCIENT TIME …


It took hundreds of years for Christianity to arrive in Cornwall; however, there are some who might argue that Jesus himself came a lot earlier.


There is no historical evidence to prove that Christ came to the county as a teenager under the care of Joseph of Arimathea, but the legend – if that is all that it is – has certainly fired the imagination. William Blake famously posed the question in a poem, which was turned into an even more famous hymn, when he asked: ‘And did those feet in ancient time, Walk upon England’s mountains green? And was the holy Lamb of God, On England’s pleasant pastures seen?’


According to Cornish tradition, Joseph of Arimathea was a wealthy tin merchant who came to Britain to trade. Many places in Cornwall, including St Michael’s Mount and St Just in Roseland, claim that he set foot on its soil. Clergyman writer and folklorist Sabine Baring-Gould was among those to spread the idea that Joseph of Arimathea brought the boy Jesus on a trading mission to Cornwall.


WHEN THE SAINTS CAME MARCHING IN


The Cornish have long been making claim to the fact that there are probably more saints in their county than there are in heaven.


In no other county of England have they left such a mark. Many have given their names to towns and villages. You only have to look at a map of Cornwall to be reminded of some of them: St Ives, St Austell, St Agnes … it goes on.


It is difficult to put a date on when Christianity first arrived in Cornwall. Most historians agree that it was probably not until the late fourth or early fifth century that missionaries, notably from Ireland and Wales, first started coming. However, the conversion of the county was a gradual one and, even during the sixth and seventh centuries – the period that saw the greatest influx of saints – the new faith often existed alongside the old one, rather than replacing it. The earliest Celts were pagans and, for many years to come, superstition sat comfortably alongside Christianity.


Many saints of Cornwall were of royal blood. St Petroc – whose presence at a monastery on the coast for many years played a part in making what is now Padstow the earliest ecclesiastical capital of Cornwall – was the son of a Welsh king. It is said Petroc was responsible for the conversion of Constantine, the sixth-century King of Dumnonia, who was also the successor to King Arthur, according to twelfth-century historian Geoffrey of Monmouth.


Written documentation from the Dark Ages is in short supply. Contemporary accounts of the lives of saints would have been preserved in monasteries that were destroyed by Henry VIII during the Reformation. And those that have survived were written hundreds of years after the arrival of these holy men and women to Cornish shores. It means that their historical accuracy has to be questioned. Often they were also penned to eulogise the founder of a certain religious community and it is probably safe to say that authors such as Geoffrey of Monmouth may have been a bit liberal with the truth. However, few doubt the existence of these missionaries, even if they doubt their miraculous works. In the Celtic Church, people did not need to be canonised to be called a saint and it was usual for all men and women of virtue to be referred to in this way. Many were simply missionaries who did good works, not necessarily miraculous ones. Even so, tales abound of the Cornish saints being a bit special. St Felec (Felix) was able to converse with cats and lions; St Endelienta (Endellion) lived off the milk of a cow, while St Neot was no taller than 4ft and as short as 15in according to some accounts! St Germanus reputedly frightened away invaders by ordering everyone to shout ‘Alleluia’ in unison, with the result that the confused raiders, believing they were outnumbered and surrounded, dropped their weapons and fled.


Many saints had healing abilities – holy wells often becoming places of pilgrimage. St Keyne gave her name to one of these wells, which was immortalised in a poem by Robert Southey. It is said the well of St Keyne contained water able to grant dominance in a marriage to either husband or wife – depending on which of the newlyweds was first to taste it!


There is, of course, one holy man that is revered above all others in these parts: St Piran, the patron saint of Cornwall.


SAINT AND ‘TINNER’


Most visitors to Cornwall arrive via the A30 these days; St Piran came in the fifth century via a quite different route.


It is said that Piran was of Irish origin. He did not, apparently, endear himself to the heathen Irish, for they ended up tying him to a millstone before rolling it off a cliff into the raging sea. It is said that the sea immediately became calm and the millstone, rather than sinking to the depths of the ocean, floated to the surface and carried Piran across the water to the Cornish coastline, landing at what is now Perranporth. Word spread that this newcomer had a gift of performing miracles and soon people from all over were coming to him to be healed.


There are many legends surrounding the lives of the Cornish saints and the true origin of Piran is still unclear. What is certain is that Piran has become the most famous saint in Cornwall. Most accept him to be the patron saint of the county and most accept 5 March as being St Piran’s Day, with festivities taking place all over.


St Piran is also the patron saint of tinners and his name has been given to numerous places throughout Cornwall. There is even a mountain in Canada that bears his name, not to mention a small hermit crab found on the Cornish coastline.


However, it is the flag of Cornwall with which St Piran is probably best associated.


FREAK FLAG


Cornwall is not the only county in England to fly a flag, but no other county does so with so much pride and gusto. Indeed, few people outside the duchy would be able to name the colours of their own county flag. And – it is probably safe to say – many outsiders probably know the Cornwall one better. Visitors cannot help but notice that famous image of a white cross on a black background. Flags are flown in gardens, stickers adorn car windows and you can even send one to your friends in the form of a postcard.


The origin of the design for the Cornish flag is unclear. It was adopted as the ‘national’ flag of Cornwall in the nineteenth century, though there are claims that the design was used many centuries before that. Indeed, its very name – St Piran’s flag – suggests a much earlier beginning and puts forward the most romantic theory as to its origin.


St Piran was credited for ‘rediscovering’ tin in Cornwall – by accident. The Romans had been smelting it for years, but their methods had been lost. It is said that St Piran was using a black hearthstone that – unknown to him – contained tin-bearing ore. In the heat of the hearth, molten tin smelted out of the stone and started to rise to the top, forming a white cross in the process. This remarkable incident supposedly reinvented the tin industry in Cornwall and earned Piran the accolade of becoming the patron saint of tinners. And, of course, it also gave Cornwall a flag.
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Most historians accept that there is, in fact, no evidence to prove that the flag was used any earlier than the first half of the nineteenth century. The earliest known reference to the flag was made by Davies Gilbert in his 1838 work The Parochial History of Cornwall. However, despite suggesting the flag was formerly the banner of St Piran and the Standard of Cornwall, it is not clear where he gained his evidence from and he did not leave a record of his research.


There are claims that the design was in use during the Crusades. Others suggest that the Cornish contingent at the Battle of Agincourt displayed it with pride in 1415, though Elizabethan scribe Michael Drayton – in his famous poem Poly-Olbion – suggested the Cornish banner at Agincourt depicted two wrestlers in a hitch.


In reality, we are unlikely to ever conclude when the Cornish flag was first flown, but, it is probably safe to say, it is likely to continue flying for many more years to come.


THE MEN WHO WOULD BE KINGS


The history of Cornwall in the Dark Ages is indeed a murky one. It has been clouded by legends and myths.


If the lives of the saints are something of a mystery to us, so too are the lives of the kings of Cornwall, or, to be precise, the kings of Dumnonia – the area consisting of both Cornwall and Devon.


It is also probably not correct to call them kings. In reality, they were probably only chieftains or rulers of small localised areas. There are many names of kings, but little is known about them and it is not known where exactly they ruled. It is impossible to compile a chronological list of these leaders, as many appeared to rule over different people in different areas.


Many suggest that Huwal, or even Cadoc, was the last ‘king of Cornwall’, the former submitting to the Saxons and the latter to the Normans. Of course, there is one ruler of these lands – if he even existed – that is perhaps shrouded in more mystery than any other.


MUCH SOUGHT ‘ARTHUR’


People are often too freely labelled a legend; however, the word was surely conceived for King Arthur. There is no other way to describe him. Everyone knows the name, but no one knows exactly who he was. The legend of King Arthur is, indeed, the ultimate legend.


Cornwall is not the only county to claim Arthur as one of its own. Other places throughout Britain – notably Somerset – also do likewise. But mention King Arthur and most will think of Cornwall.


Of course, some scholars argue Arthur is so much a legend that he does not even deserve a place in any history book. Thanks to numerous novels and films, King Arthur appears to be more a work of fiction these days. Indeed, there is no evidence to prove that Arthur ever lived or, if he did, whether he was a king at all.


However, King Arthur cannot be ignored. The popular version of his life – the one that most are familiar with – is the result of the work of Geoffrey of Monmouth, the twelfth-century scribe who penned The History of the Kings of Britain. Tourist chiefs in Cornwall certainly have a lot to thank Geoffrey for. He certainly ran with the idea that Cornwall was the home of Arthur and that he met his death in the county. Visitors today are drawn to Slaughterbridge, near Camelford, the spot where Geoffrey of Monmouth claimed Arthur died of his wounds after slaying Mordred.


Cornwall is full of King Arthur associations, some due to Geoffrey of Monmouth and others to those that have taken his story even further. Dozmary Pool on Bodmin Moor is reputed to be the lake into which the sword Excalibur was thrown on the orders of Arthur before he took his last breath. Poet Alfred, Lord Tennyson, in his famous Idylls of the King, reputedly chose Loe Pool, near Porthleven, for the sword’s resting place.


There is, of course, one place in Cornwall that owes its popularity to the legend of Arthur. Tintagel Castle is named as the place where he was conceived. The castle ruins that attract thousands of visitors these days are Medieval, though the likes of Geoffrey of Monmouth were of the belief that the site was once a seat of royal power.


It is generally accepted that Arthur – if he was real – lived at the end of the fifth or beginning of the sixth century and was at the very least a Celtic leader who led the resistance against the advancing Saxons and other invaders of the time. Geoffrey of Monmouth was not the first to write about Arthur, but his work certainly made him the figure of interest he is today. How much Geoffrey gleaned from earlier sources or made up – his book was imaginative to say the least – is debatable.


According to folklore, Arthur’s spirit can be found in the ‘national’ bird of Cornwall – the chough – its red beak and feet signifying his final bloody battle.


That bird is under threat on Cornish soil. Needless to say, the same cannot be said of King Arthur.


KING DIDN’T HAVE A GOOD ‘KNIGHT’


It is perhaps ironic that the most popular Arthurian legend does not actually feature King Arthur.


Another king of Cornwall – Mark – has the honour of playing a part in arguably the world’s most famous love triangle.


King Mark, who is said to have lived at the beginning of the sixth century, was not the hero of the tale, however. And it is the names of Tristan and Iseult – the other players in this tragedy – that have gained immortality in Cornwall and beyond.


There are many variations of the legend and no evidence of truth in any of them. The most famous depiction can be found in Le Morte d’Arthur, the work of fifteenth-century author Sir Thomas Malory.


Tristan was from Lyonesse, the mythical lost land situated off the tip of Cornwall, or – for the less romantic – possibly an area of Brittany. He was the nephew of King Mark and served the royal court as his knight. It was in Ireland that he met Iseult, the daughter of a king, and it was his intention to bring her back to Cornwall to be the bride of his uncle. However, during the journey, the pair fell in love after ingesting a love potion intended for Mark. They remained lovers even after Mark wed Iseult. However, Mark eventually discovered the truth and set about punishing them. Sentenced to death, Tristan escaped and fled with Iseult. It was not long before they were captured, but Mark agreed to spare the life of Tristan for the return of Iseult. Tristan began a new life back in Lyonesse and married another woman, but was unable to free his mind of Iseult. There are a number of variations on the ultimate fate of Tristan and Iseult, the most romantic being one in which Tristan, wounded during a battle, calls for his true love, the only one he believes can save him. Iseult is summoned and comes to him, but the jealous wife of Tristan deceives him, informing her husband that Iseult is not aboard the incoming mercy ship. Tristan loses the will to live and is dead when Iseult reaches him, and she then herself dying of grief.

OEBPS/xhtml/nav.xhtml


 

Contents





		Title



		Copyright



		Contents



		About the Author



		Introduction



		Acknowledgements



		1 Ancient Cornwall



		2 Early Middle Ages



		3 High and Late Middle Ages



		4 Early Tudor



		5 Elizabethan



		6 Civil War and Restoration



		7 The Sea



		8 Religion and Culture



		9 Innovation and Adventure



		10 Industry



		11 The Arts



		12 Modern Miscellany











Guide





		Cover



		Title



		Start











OEBPS/images/f0023-01.png





OEBPS/images/half.png
THE

LITTLE
HISTORY

OF

CORNWALL





OEBPS/images/title.png
THE

LITTLE
HISTORY

OF

CORNWALL

PAUL
WREYFORD






OEBPS/images/f0012-01.png





OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
fIEGIE

CRELE
HISTORY

©I7

| CORNWALL

PAUL
WREYFORD





OEBPS/images/f0017-01.png





