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EDITOR’S INTRODUCTION



One can holiday in a seaside resort in Cornwall and yet learn no more about the Cornish and their land than the package-tripper to Benidorm finds out about Spain. Newquay and Penzance can be welcome havens at the end of a long – for many, a surprisingly long – journey, but just beyond the resorts there is a countryside of rugged beauty which is packed with interest and historical details and is still, in most places, reasonably unspoilt.


Cornwall has its own language, culture and outlook and a powerful individuality; its scenery is unique in Britain, and to see a remotely similar countryside one must travel across the sea to another Celtic bastion, Brittany. It is also a place where reality is far more fascinating and diverse than the popular perceptions suggest. Hidden coves, where smugglers and wreckers lurked, and dubious Arthurian fantasies tend to dominate the visions of outsiders or ‘up-country’ folk, and while the coastline is the equal of any and the folklore as rich and unlikely as can be, the real Cornish landscape and history have been strangely neglected by the public in general.


Although its terrain is relatively gentle, Cornwall is indisputably a part of upland Britain – a land of damp and rather impoverished soils, offering only the most modest returns for the farmer’s hard labour: a place where mining and quarrying have, for all their dangers, lured many toilers from the land. Cornwall offers the visitor a remarkable portfolio of monuments. The prehistoric legacy of small tombs and circles could scarcely be surpassed, and if the Roman endowment is meagre, there are some tough little medieval castles, a few quite exceptional mansions and a most remarkable heritage of industrial relics.


Jack Ravensdale has provided a colourful but authoritative account of the Cornwall which the holidaymaker so often misses. His work as a historian and as author of the scholarly study of a group of Fen-edge villages, Liable to Floods, has won him the esteem of many professional historians. But Jack is a most modest person, and, although he has been a good friend since we worked together on some photographs for his best-seller, History On Your Doorstep, it took a special call to extract brief biographical details. After completing his degree at Cambridge University, he became an adult education tutor with the WEA, covering north and mid Cornwall and living in Wadebridge and Minions. In the course of those seven years he developed a close understanding of the creation of the Cornish landscape and he maintains his contacts with the area in the course of periodic visits to his numerous Cornish cousins. On leaving Cornwall he taught in Cambridgeshire, becoming Principal Lecturer in the History of the English Landscape at Homerton College and receiving a doctorate in 1972 from the University of Leicester where he had been working part-time in the Department of English Local History. In 1981 he retired from teaching in order to develop an expanding career as a writer.


Richard Muir Great


Shelford, 1983





THE ENDOWMENT



Cornwall was bound to be different: its rocks had made it so. They are of several kinds and have different origins, but it is the grey granite which dominates Cornwall’s landscapes and moods.


 


The story of the rocks began around 400–300 million years ago, in the Devonian and Carboniferous periods, when the land that is now Cornwall lay beneath a sea. Sediments deposited in this sea accumulated to produce the Devonian shales and limestones of north Cornwall and Devon and the Carboniferous sandstones and mudstones which form the greater part of the surface geology of Cornwall. At the end of the Carboniferous period, around 290 million years ago, great earth movements centred further south in Europe thrust an enormous mass of molten rock or ‘magma’ from far below the surface of the earth into the zones underlying the Cornish landscape. The sedimentary rocks above were bulged upwards, and wherever they came into close contact with the searing magma they were scorched and changed or ‘metamorphosed’.


The magma cooled and solidified to form a great underground mass or ‘batholith’ of granite, which originally lay about 8miles (12km) below the surface. In the course of the subsequent millennia, erosion has stripped away the rocks covering the higher domes or ‘cupolas’ of the batholith, and the granite has been exposed to form the distinctive moorstone landscapes of the Scilly Isles, Land’s End, Carnmenellis, St Austell, Bodmin Moor and, in Devon, Dartmoor. Masses of rotted granite, decomposed by scalding waters released by the cooling magma, form the white kaolinite or china clay deposits which are quarried at the domes of the granite outcrops where the water was vented. No well-sited china clay pit has ever reached the bottom of the deposit, and the finest-quality Cornish clays are unequalled elsewhere in the world. When Cornwall arose from the ocean the good fairies were unusually active.
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Cliffs at Bosigran. Granite outcrops such as this display a clear system of joints, and the cracks seem to have opened as a result of the release of pressure when erosion removed the heavy overburden of rock.
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Rough Tor, on Bodmin Moor, is the second highest Cornish tor and looks over a remarkable concentration of hut circles and compounds from the Bronze Age, and field systems dating from every period since then.





Different rocks are found at the Lizard, where a great thrust has forced up serpentine, gabbros and schists. These varied rocks have long been valued by man and were exploited in prehistoric times by the makers of prestigious greenstone axes; since they weather into valuable and distinctive clays, they have also been exploited by potters for thousands of years.


As the granite cooled, fissures developed where the rocks shrank and cracked, mostly in or near the ‘metamorphic aureole’ or changed zone. Many but not all of these fissures ran east and west, and when they received new mineral-bearing igneous rocks from below, they shaped the lodes of ore that crystallized inside them. This process happened more than once, and was complicated by fractures and earth movement, until the prediction of where rich veins were and would lead, turned mining into a gambler’s hazard where both riches and poverty were to be found, but with not much in between.


Emergence and submergence of the whole peninsula occurred from time to time, and this helped to weather the granite a little, but planed away the softer surrounding rocks to leave raised beaches and flat platforms between the moors and the coast. So the county was slowly shaped for mining and farming, and where the sea cut in to join the river valleys, havens (if often small and dangerous to approach) made possible the exploitation of the enormous length of the Cornish coastline by fishermen.



Ancient Cornwall


‘Old Men’s Workings’ is how the Cornish miner labelled the earthworks, shafts and tunnels left by the tinners of past centuries. Now all Cornwall seems like old men’s workings. Our first task here is to set aside these comparatively recent remains and examine the handiwork of the ancient Cornishmen.


Fifty years ago, the archaeologist tended to explain every change in pottery style by the advent of conquering strangers, who invaded and drove out or massacred their predecessors. Now, with the aid of modern sciences, a new and more subtle picture is emerging. At one time we detect emigration, at another immigration; trading contacts, or systems of gifts and exchange. The South-West may import or imitate, may move parallel to or follow, but on some occasions it can lead. Central to the development of the new knowledge of prehistoric Cornwall has been the work of Professor Charles Thomas at Gwithian in the far west of the county. There a series of sand-blows had sealed successive layers and the archaeologist was able to uncover typical sites for most periods of Cornish prehistory.


Professor Thomas even found a site at Gwithian from the Paleolithic (Old Stone) Age before 8000 BC, which had been represented scarcely at all before in Cornish finds. When H. O’N. Hencken wrote his remarkable Archaeology of Cornwall and Scilly in the Thirties, the only Paleolithic axe which he could record as found in the county was an imported one, brought into the area by an outsider.


The Mesolithic Beginnings


Coastal sites from the Mesolithic (Middle Stone) Age are paralleled by those of similar cultures which run right down the Atlantic coasts of Europe and Africa. Most but not all of the Cornish sites linked to this period have been coastal. In the absence here of high-quality flint the natives used beach pebbles. Where they carried the pebbles up to their ‘knapping’ floor on the cliff top, they left thousands of small flakes and cores, discarded once the minute artefacts so much used by this culture had been struck. On the headland at Trevelgue, just along the coast from Newquay, every wild storm at one time picked clean a few more such flints where the turf was broken and the soil was thin. Finding them was easy as most had acquired a white patina with time. Such Mesolithic flint workings were quite common, and many more must await discovery; others have vanished into the sea as the cliffs were eroded.


At Trevelgue these first inhabitants left behind middens which suggest that a large part of their diet was stew made from pounded-up shell-fish, which they ate complete, shells and all. Although there were remains of other foods, such as bird and small animal bones, these were relatively few, and the general impression conveyed by the middens is one of dire poverty. However, other inland and upland Mesolithic sites tell a rather different tale.


On the high moor, in the sandy margins of Dozmary Pool (near Jamaica Inn), a profusion of microliths from this period has been found, alongside later Neolithic and Bronze Age arrowheads, variously leaf-shaped, and tanged and barbed. Particularly plentiful are the petit tranchet arrowheads with blunt, chisel-like tips designed for hunting birds. Similar Mesolithic finds have been reported at Crowdy Marsh on Davidstow Moor. These sites, with their opportunities for fishing and fowling, would have offered a better living than coastal beachcombing. It has recently been suggested that these contrasting Mesolithic sites do not represent the different ways of life of rival cultures, but seasonal shifts in annual cycles as communities migrated, cropping in turn the produce of the upland heaths, meres and marshes, and the resources of the sea, lowlands and forest. Much of the evidence which might have illuminated Mesolithic life has disappeared, not only into the sea, but also under the blanket bog which later grew over so many potential upland sites.


Elsewhere in southern Britain, recent evidence suggests that the first attempts at animal husbandry in England came in the Mesolithic period rather than later in the Neolithic, as was previously thought. The Mesolithic now appears as the period when Cornwall first acquired reasonable numbers of human inhabitants. The seasonality of the lives of birds and beasts, of fish and plants, would have imposed a seasonal rhythm on the lives of human beings who came to exploit and control them. The burnt peat and charcoal found in the Dozmary Pool region could, for instance, represent deliberate land clearance for the benefit of browsing animals, possibly an early stage in the development from hunting to pastoral life-styles.


Annual cycles of nomadic life often include seasonal visits to inter-tribal meeting-places. There, among other activities exchanges of goods take place. Petrologists, who study and classify rocks, have identified the movement of stone and stone implements over Britain and even beyond as a feature of the Neolithic period, but new evidence suggests that something of the sort had already begun in the Mesolithic. It looks as if the later period owes something to the earlier in the way that social patterns developed. Certainly, the exchange of implements continued and expanded. On the other hand, some groups seem to have continued Mesolithic styles of hunting, fishing and gathering while living alongside the Neolithic farming communities.


The New Stone Age


In Britain as a whole, the mixed farming way of life which marks the arrival of the Neolithic period may have been introduced as early as 5000 BC. One of the most important Neolithic settlements that has so far been investigated in Cornwall is on Carn Brea above Redruth. Carbon-14 dating has shown very early activity indeed. Near the summit there is a massive dry stone wall from the Neolithic period, built over a hut which itself was built over land cleared for cultivation prior to about 3800 BC. The artefacts – pottery, flint implements, and a saddle quern used for grinding flour – firmly identify this part of the site as belonging to grain-growing farmers of the New Stone Age. Elsewhere in England, hilltop ‘causewayed enclosures’ with earthen ramparts and interrupted ditches were being built. More common than these sites are the ‘open’ ones which show up merely as flint scatters on ploughed land. Gwithian has one such site which lay in an environment produced by forest clearance at some stage in the Neolithic period.


Early Neolithic artefacts, where they are novel, reflect the changes from the previous cultures. Farming implies settlement, and the flint scatters sometimes suggest continuity in the use of places from the Mesolithic right through to the early Bronze Age. Leaf-shaped arrowheads suggest a survival of some hunting alongside the new farming although at least one example had been used to kill a man. Seed-time and harvest imply the storage of grain, and round-bottomed jars and storage pits are found upon virtually every site of this period. The polished flint and other stone axes have been shown to be efficient for forest clearance, and these are the artefacts which define the Neolithic as an age of expanding agriculture. Some of them seem to have been used as hoes and reinforcements to the points of primitive ploughs or ‘ards’.


When Roger Mercer excavated some Bronze Age huts on Stannon Down, Bodmin Moor, he found a layer of cultivated soil and a field system under some of the huts. In this layer he found two polished greenstone implements, one of them sealed in the cultivated layer by the wall of a hut built over it. There was no sign of forest clearance, and the context of these implements suggests that, whether as hoes or as plough points, they were the tools which produced the fields of little strips running down the hillside.


The petrological analysis of the crystalline structure of axes has enabled about a dozen Cornish localities to be identified as the places of origin of polished greenstone implements found over most of Britain, especially in Wessex. One of these sources is now out under the sea in Mount’s Bay. It was submerged when the sea drowned the homes and fields which begin to emerge again at very low tides between Scilly and the mainland.


The distance at which some of these axes have been found from their places of origin indicates a network of trade throughout southern Britain and reaching out beyond. It is very likely that there were small trading communities in walled hilltop settlements like Carn Brea. Imports into the South-West, which at least partly balanced the export of polished greenstone axes, include axes of polished flint brought from the flint mines of Sussex and Norfolk. This exchange seems to have gone on for two millennia.


Something of this trade can be discovered through the scientific study of the pastes of Neolithic pottery. The ‘gabbroic’ clays of the Lizard Pensinsula are quite distinctive and can be identified with certainty. Fragments of these wares have been found at Gwithian and Carn Brea, where their shape set the pattern for imitations from local clay. The hilltop enclosure in Dorset, which much later developed into the Iron Age hill fort of Maiden Castle, has produced Neolithic pottery from the Lizard, as has Windmill Hill, the causewayed camp in Wiltshire which gave its name to the first Neolithic culture to be identified in southern Britain. The Carbon-14 dates for the production of this pottery in the Lizard have been given as about 4000 – 3300 BC.


Fossil pollen analysis, especially of old land surfaces sealed under barrows or similar deposits, has revealed much information about the landscape, and also of the farming of the time. Early corn-growing seems to have taken place, particularly in clearings made in areas of forest and scrub. This showed very well at Gwithian in the Neolithic context. Here, amid so much else, was found a round hut (in a period when most others seem to have been nearer the rectangular) which had been rebuilt and strengthened. It was complete with hearth, and produced a greenstone axe, sherds of beakers and other pottery of the period, bones of domestic animals and fragments of a quern.


The people were probably contemporaries of the men who made the little strip fields at Stannon. The picture that emerges is of an economy of mixed farming, with corn-growing, animal husbandry, and woodland management – activities which created a demand for the superior polished stone implements by which the New Stone Age is recognized.
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Carn Brea, near Redruth. An upland site among the western, archaeologically richer half of the county, it has yielded Neolithic artefacts, hut circles, and one of the largest hilltop forts with a double rampart and ditch. Part of a medieval castle and a nineteenth-century monument add to the profusion.
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Page from Antiquities, Historical and Monumental, of the County of Cornwall (1769) by William Borlase. The eighteenth-century antiquary’s collection of three ‘cromlehs’ appear to have been the product of exact observation. He associates them with a sequence of metal axes, progressing from a very early one (Fig V) to various patterns used in the Late Bronze Age. We know that moulds found at Michaelstow produced axes like these later types.





As well as the farmers, it would also appear that there were groups of craftsmen making the polished greenstone axes, and potters in the Lizard making wares from gabbroic clays in sufficient quantity to sustain a long-distance trade. For a time at least, some innovations seem to have spread from Cornwall eastwards, rather than in the opposite direction. These exchange networks suggest large-scale social organization, of a kind compatible with the scale of effort needed to build the Megalithic (Big Stone) tombs.



Great Stone Tombs


Called such names in the past as ‘cromlechs’ or ‘druids’ houses’, the great prehistoric tombs still hold many mysteries for us today. Cornish barrows are normally round, or at least oval, rather than long like most of the long barrows of Wessex. Classification by structure shows a considerable range of varieties.


‘Passage graves’ are those where a stone-lined passage leads to a burial chamber. Very similar, but without the chamber, are the ‘covered galleries’. Those with a chamber of big stones, but no passage entrance, are called ‘closed chambers’, and sometimes have a false entrance. Some of these have an ante-chamber before the chamber proper. Others, with a short passage only, are known as ‘entrance graves’. Scilly has an amazing number of them, and these are steadily being excavated.
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