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  INTRODUCTION


  Childhood summer holidays in the Southwest during the 1970s are among my most precious memories. The back seat of Dad’s Morris Traveller always seemed to be a safe, comfortable spot from which to view, admire, absorb and mentally elaborate on the passing scenery. Thinking back to those days, it’s surprising that daydreams and romantic fancies managed to manifest themselves at all in the mind of a child whose nose was occasionally pressed yet harder against the side window by bouts of bickering among his older brother and two younger sisters beside him. Yet the cramped, often turbulent confines of that half-timbered car were, somehow, successfully escaped from in our excursions through Somerset, Devon and Cornwall.


  Even at an early age I had the impression that Cornwall was a different kind of English county. Cornwall seemed older and in some ways harsher, held closer to the whims of nature. Not only was it patently different from my home in Birmingham (which in 1974 was excised from Warwickshire to become part of the new, grey county of the industrial West Midlands), but also obviously different from the rude rural cheese-and-scrumpiness of Somerset and the cosy clotted-creaminess of Devon. My mind formed no such quaint general template whenever Cornwall was pondered; tin miners, bleak moorlands, china clay pyramids, fishing boats and fabulous surfs vied for attention. Whatever Cornwall was, it was a place of contrasts as varied as its daily weather; generalisation seemed futile. I now live in Cornwall, and I still have those same feelings.


  Renowned for works featuring his native Dorset, Victorian novelist and poet Thomas Hardy (1840–1928) was deeply moved by Cornwall on his first visit to the county, writing that ‘the place is pre-eminently the region of dream and mystery’. That’s no mean compliment from one whose imagination and creativity ranged far and wide. It’s no exaggeration to claim that such an impression of Cornwall has been felt – not only by writers and artists, but by everyone who has an eye for beauty and a sense of the ethereal – throughout the centuries. It’s an impression that remains potent, capable of striking the visitor to 21st-century Cornwall with just as much force.


  In showcasing a wide range of tales of strangeness and mystery this book intends to kindle the flames of the imagination without sacrificing objectivity or hijacking the reader’s credulity. Some of our forays into weirdness are obviously misty folklore, misinterpretations of nature and journeys of anecdote; others, grounded in fact, are just as capable of inducing surprise, amazement and awe.


  A DEARTH OF DINOSAURS


  363,000,000 BC


  Not so long ago, Cornwall was a tropical paradise consisting of a group of sunbathed islands surrounded by coral reefs and an abundance of exotic marine creatures. Of course, my reference to the recent nature of this scenario is in comparison with geological time. ‘Not so long ago’ is several hundred million years as compared with the several billion years that the Earth has existed. Maybe you’re inclined to doubt the firm scientific evidence for this picture? In that case, perhaps you’d rather visit the Creation Science Centre in Cornwall, Ontario, where the friendly guides will tell you that the Earth is just 6,000 years old and fossils are the unfortunates who fell victim to Noah’s flood (or were planted there as a ‘test of faith’).


  Cornwall is no great friend to the fossil hunter. Comprised mostly of old, unfossiliferous rocks of igneous and metamorphic origin, the county can boast of no ‘Jurassic Coast’ where the evidence of weird and wonderful life forms from bygone epochs fall out of the cliff faces into the hands of delighted palaeontologists below. Although most examples of the fossils to be found in Cornwall are usually poorly preserved and the pickings are slim indeed, the dedicated fossil hunter may find some consolation in the fact that any ancient life to be alighted upon is really ancient.


  From a geological perspective, Cornwall is extremely interesting. The Carboniferous Period, 363 to 290 million years ago, saw the county (or the place that would later form its bedrocks) deep below a narrow sea between the northern continent of Laurasia (Caledonia) and the southern plate of Normania. As Normania pushed northwards, the tract of sea was slowly being squeezed into ever-more narrow a space, producing islands surrounded by tropical seas, much like the Caribbean of today. These conditions favoured the deposition of limestone (calcium carbonate), a sedimentary rock made up of the skeletons of small plants and animals. Probably the best place to find fossils of the Lower Carboniferous are along Rusey Cliff (north Cornwall), where ancient corals, brachiopods (shells) and goniatites (broad, curling ammonites) can be found in a state of reasonable preservation. Upper Carboniferous fossils in sandstone, including fish remains and ancient worm burrows, can be found at Bude, Upton Cross and Widemouth Bay (also on the north coast). One fossil that many people prize in particular is the trilobite, a creature that was very successful in its time and which evolved into many weird and wonderful forms. California Quarry, an old cliff-top works, is strewn with grey slabs which contain two species of trilobite; whole forms are difficult to come by nowadays because of extensive fossil hunting, but parts of trilobites remain to be picked up.


  As the Carboniferous sea silted over, Normania continued to muscle its way northwards. As a result, the oceanic crust was buckled up in its path, forming an extremely rare example where rocks usually only found in the mantle, deep beneath the crust, are visible today at the Earth’s surface. The southern point of the Lizard displays such rocks, known as serpentinites. California has adopted this rare material as its ‘state rock’. Perhaps one day Cornwall might do so too?


  CORNWALL’S DAYS OF ORE


  C. 2000 BC


  Although Cornwall is one of the most geographically isolated parts of Britain, paradoxically it appears to have enjoyed its fair share of visitors from across various parts of the ancient world. Visitors from Ancient Egypt, Phoenicia, Greece and Rome have at various times trodden Cornish soil and interacted with the natives.


  Cornwall’s popularity in those far-off days was hardly attributable to its spectacular scenery, stretches of golden sands or board-rideable surfs. Cornwall had something far more precious – tin and copper (in addition to other valuable ores) found near the Earth’s surface and running through its very bedrock. Such easily mined resources were pretty scarce in other parts of Europe.


  What made these metals so special? Around 5,000 years ago the Sumerians discovered that a small amount of tin ore added to molten copper produced an incredible new alloy – bronze. Bronze was harder than tin or copper but was far easier to fashion (by means of casting) into useful things like weapons, armour, agricultural implements, household objects and jewellery. So ended the Stone Age, and with the Bronze Age came a growing international interest in Cornwall. The county’s metal resources began to be exploited around 4,000 years ago with the burgeoning demands of the civilisations of the Near East and Europe. Prosperity increased and early Bronze Age settlements sprang up around the county, some of whose remains still exist in places.


  Two particularly beautiful archaeological artefacts – a fine gold cup and a bronze sword hilt – illustrate the connection between ancient Mediterranean cultures and Cornwall. A sensation was caused in 1837 when archaeologists excavating Rillaton Barrow (on eastern Bodmin Moor near Liskeard) unearthed a fabulous gold cup. The ancient burial with which it is associated, along with other grave goods, indicates that the object was owned by a person of very high ranking, probably a chieftain or royal family member. Having been cleaned and restored it served for a while in the ignominious role as a holder for King George V’s collar studs; thankfully the Rillaton Gold Cup can now be seen in the British Museum. It displays remarkably adept Aegean-style metalwork and is thought to have been made around 2,300 BC. Strangely enough, a local legend claimed that a mysterious gold cup lay deep within the barrow – could this possibly have been a memory passed down through a couple of hundred local generations? Another example of an Aegean import, probably Mycenaean, is the so-called Pelynt Dagger – actually an ornate bronze sword hilt – found in 1845 in Pelynt Barrow near Looe and now on display at the Royal Cornwall Museum, Truro.


  Bronze Age Cornish prosperity peaked at around 1,500 BC, followed by a social decline. The Celts had begun to populate parts of Europe and the British Isles, introducing new farming practices and communities that were more geared to martial matters. While it’s not known whether there was a violent clash of cultures between the ancient inhabitants of Cornwall and the Celts, it is certain that the seafaring Veneti, Celts of the Brittany peninsula, managed to seize control of the metal trade between Cornwall and the rest of Europe. Around 1,000 BC there was a sudden resurgence in metalcraft and more technologically sophisticated design.


  But the magic and usefulness of bronze began to evaporate in the 8th century BC when the Iron Age arrived in Britain. Iron ore is smelted, cast into ingots and hammer-fashioned into implements by blacksmiths; with the addition of carbon it becomes steel, a material weighing about the same as bronze but far harder and more suited to weaponry and agriculture. With its acidic soil, Cornwall has few surviving iron implements from this era, and the patchy nature of human settlement in the county has made it difficult to identify sites linked with iron working. One of the few examples lies at Trevelgue Head Iron Age settlement on the cliffs above Newquay, where the remnants of an ancient foundry have been unearthed.


  Cornwall continued to mine and export its metals, whose uses changed with technological advances, right up to modern times. With the closure of South Crofty near the village of Pool in 1998 came an end to four thousand years of Cornish metal mining – for the time being, at least, for the story of Cornwall’s metal wealth may not yet be finished.


  THE FIRST TOURIST IN CORNWALL


  C. 325 BC


  Around 325 BC the geographer Pytheas set out from his home in the Greek colony of Massalia (modern-day Marseilles) to explore the northern coasts of Europe and the mainland of Great Britain. In addition to expanding his knowledge of what was then virtually unknown territory, he was most probably seeking commercial sources of precious materials such as tin and amber. Sadly, Pytheas’ account of his travels, On the Ocean, hasn’t survived intact, but passages from it and references to it are to be found in the works of others, such as Historical Library (1st century BC) by the Greek historian Diodorus Siculus and Natural History (77 AD) by the Roman historian Pliny the Elder.


  Relying on Pytheas as his source, Diodorus writes:


  
    Britain is triangular in shape…but its sides are not equal. This island stretches obliquely along the coast of Europe, and the point where it is least distant from the mainland, we are told, is the promontory which men call Cantium [Kent]…whereas the second promontory, known as Belerium [the Penwith peninsula of Cornwall], is said to be a voyage of four days from the mainland, and the last, writers tell us, extends out into the open sea and is named Orca [the Orkneys]. Britain is inhabited by tribes which preserve in their ways of living the ancient manner of life. They use chariots in their wars…and their dwellings are humble, being built for the most part out of reeds or logs… As for their habits, they are simple…

  


  After referring in less than flattering terms to the Cornish economy and weather (not much seems to have changed), he then details Cornish life:


  
    The inhabitants of Britain who dwell about the promontory known as Belerium [Cornwall] are especially hospitable to strangers and have adopted a civilised manner of life because of their intercourse with merchants of other peoples. They it is who work the tin, treating the bed which bears it in an ingenious manner. This bed, being like rock, contains earthy seams and in them the workers quarry the ore, which they then melt down and cleanse of its impurities. Then they work the tin into pieces the size of knuckle-bones and convey it to an island which lies off Britain and is called Ictis [St Michael’s Mount near Penzance]; for at the time of ebb-tide the space between this island and the mainland becomes dry and they can take the tin in large quantities over to the island on their wagons.

  


  And from St Michael’s Mount the tin would be purchased by merchants and distributed throughout Gaul and beyond. Whether Pytheas sampled an early Cornish pasty during his visit is unfortunately not recorded.


  ANCIENT EARTHWORK OF MYSTERY


  C. 3RD CENTURY BC


  ‘Near St Columb Major there is one of the most perfect remains of an ancient castle of the earthwork kind,’ wrote the ‘Cornish metaphysician’ Samuel Drew in 1798. ‘It is called Castle-an-Dinas, or, locally, King Arthur’s Castle. It is enclosed by three rings of earth and stone, of which one was probably strengthened by a moat, and the inmost part covers an acre and a half.’


  Constructed in the 3rd century BC, Castle-an-Dinas consists of three concentric ditches and mounds from whose domed centre, rising 150 feet above its surrounding landscape (685 feet above sea level), wonderful views can be had across the surrounding country to both north and south coasts. Archaeologists consider the structure to be one of the most impressive and important hillforts in the southwest. A part-excavation in the 1960s found two Bronze Age barrows within an area enclosed by the fort’s circular ramparts, meaning that the site itself had been in use for centuries before the fort was built. Indeed, during more recent road construction the remains of a Stone Age settlement were discovered nearby.


  During his visit to Cornwall in 1478, William of Worcester noted Castle-an-Dinas’ legendary Arthurian connections. Legend says that Gorlois of Tintagel (Duke of Cornwall and first husband of Igraine, King Arthur’s mother) was lured away to Castle-an-Dinas, where he died in battle, while Uther Pendragon, disguised as Gorlois with Merlin’s help, slept with Igraine back at Tintagel. The amorous encounter led to King Arthur’s conception. Samuel Drew himself claimed to have seen King Arthur’s ghostly army above the area in 1798, and in 1867 Cornish cultural expert Henry Jenner heard an old man at nearby Quoit recalling how he had seen the ghosts of King Arthur’s soldiers drilling there. Jenner may have stifled a laugh as the man went on to remember how the moonbeams had glanced on the ancient Britons’ muskets. The only time that Castle-an-Dinas is known to have been used for military purposes was in March 1645 during the English Civil War. A phalanx of Royalist troops led by Sir Ralph Hopton and retreating from defeat at Torrington camped there for two nights before surrendering to the Parliamentarians under Fairfax at Tresillian Bridge. Perhaps the old chap from Quoit had been confused; instead of King Arthur’s men, had he witnessed the apparition of a group of frightened Cavaliers from around 200 years before?


  Grisly murder has also reared its ugly head over Castle-an-Dinas. In June 1671 two young women, Anne Pollard and Loveday Rosebere, were found brutally murdered at the house of Captain Peter Pollard in St Columb. After setting a bloodhound on the trail, the murderer was found within a short space of time; local man John Trehenban’s boots were covered in blood. He was sentenced to death by a most unusual means: imprisonment in a cage exposed atop Castle-an-Dinas. The rock upon which the death cage was anchored – a sizeable stone marked with an arrow – can still be seen.


  In 1904 the body of Jessie Rickard, aged 18, was found by a group of youths lying in the outer ditch of Castle-an-Dinas. Police reported that she had been shot by a revolver in no less than six places: once in the left arm, once in the in the left cheek, twice by the left eye, once in the neck and once behind the left ear. Her lover, Charles Berryman, became chief suspect, but he evaded justice by skipping the country to the United States; his whereabouts were never discovered.


  GONE AND ALMOST FORGOTTEN


  6TH CENTURY AD


  Penhale Sands – the immense sand dunes just north of Perranporth on the north coast of Cornwall – are a joy to climb, with superb views to be had over the bustling seaside town and the coast from on high. And beneath those sands lie the remains of the oldest Christian church in Britain.


  Perranporth takes its name from the Cornish for ‘cove of St Piran’. St Piran himself, one of Cornwall’s patron saints, is thought to have come from Ireland in the 6th century, landing on Penhale Sands. Here in a hollow, St Piran built his tiny little church, fashioned in the Irish style with the heads of a man, a woman and a beast around the arched doorway. By the 10th century St Piran’s Oratory had been abandoned because of the encroachment of sand. The site was excavated in 1835 and in 1910, but in the 1970s the remains of the stone building were left once more to nature. It now lies buried in the sand again. Nearby, an ancient eroded stone cross topped by a more recent granite stone and plaque can be found. It reads: ‘This stone is dedicated to the glory of God and in memory of St. Piran, Irish missionary and Patron Saint of Tinners, who came to Cornwall in 6th Century. Beneath this stone is buried the Oratory which bears his name. Erected on the site hallowed by his prayers. October 1980’.


  ANCIENT GRAFFITI


  6TH CENTURY AD


  It may consist only of three relatively small granite stones, but Men-an-Tol (Cornish: ‘stone with a hole’), four miles northwest of Penzance, is perhaps Cornwall’s most frequently pictured formation of standing stones. Forming a three-dimensional ‘101’ shape, two upright stones, each three feet high, flank a round stone set on its edge with the centre holed out. It’s not obvious, but there are other stones in the immediate vicinity, for the large part buried, which has led to the suggestion that it marks a now-vanished tomb or stone circle. It is entirely possible that the stones had an astronomical alignment, marking the rising points of the sun or moon at certain times of the year, with the hole and tips of the uprights forming a kind of sighting device. Few other ancient holed stones can be found in Cornwall – one, the Tolven Holed Stone, lies in a private garden near Helston, while another can be found at Zennor.


  Myths and legends abound in connection with virtually every formation of standing stones, and Men-an-Tol is no exception. It has its own fairy guardian whose speciality is to effect miraculous cures. Legend has it that a changeling baby (the offspring of fairies secretly swapped for a human child) was passed through the holed stone; the stones did their trick and mother and original child were reunited. For obvious reasons, matters of fertility are especially relevant with Men-an-Tol. For centuries locals have claimed that a woman passing backwards through the holed stone
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