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PROLOGUE

And Shall Trelawny Live

Trelawny Day is celebrated in Pelynt on 30 June each year. I am unaware of this fact as I drive into the village, which sits on the road that leads towards the port town of Looe. The sign board makes me feel immediately at home – ‘Welcome to Trelawny’s parish’. A second or two later the 14th-century tower of St Nun Church comes into view, just off to the right. A visit to Pelynt church has long been on my to-do list, but an earlier check of its website informed me that it closes at four. I lingered too long over lunch in Fowey, and now it is well after five. The sun is shining, so I decide to stop and look at the building’s exterior and churchyard. As I pull off the road, I see that the church door is wide open. A middle-aged woman is coming out. We smile at each other and she waves me over. ‘Come in and have a look around.’

The church’s interior is something of a Trelawny museum. Gently rounded, carved letters on a marble memorial stone celebrate a Trelawny baronet who served his country in Parliament for twenty-one years. Another stone remembers Colonel Edward Trelawny, Governor of Jamaica for fourteen years from 1738. The monument to an earlier Trelawny of the same name is inscribed: ‘Here lies an honest lawyer, wot ye what. A thing for all the world to wonder at.’ A brass plaque indicates the place of the family vault, where ‘rests the mortal remains of Jonathan Trelawny, Bart, Lord Bishop of Winchester’. His bishop’s chair and crook stand nearby. In a frame, a red-edged piece of needlepoint sets out Robert Stephen Hawker’s words to ‘The Song of the Western Men’. Some loyal parishioner once spent their winter nights sewing into canvas the words of the song better known as ‘Trelawny’, still today sung lustily at any Cornish gathering, and considered the de facto national anthem:

With a good sword and a trusty hand

A merry heart and true,

King James’s men shall understand

What Cornish men can do.

And have they fixed the where and when?

And shall Trelawny die?

Here’s twenty thousand Cornish men

Will know the reason why.

My reverie is interrupted by the friendly-faced warden. ‘Can I ask you what your interest in the Trelawny family is?’

‘Well,’ I reply, my heart beating a little faster, ‘I am one of them.’

She seems delighted. ‘We have a service this evening, it’s Trelawny Day. You must stay.’

The event isn’t starting for an hour, but I promise to come back. To kill time, I return to the car, and drive for another five minutes to Trelawne, a manor house listed in the Domesday Book that was the Trelawny family home for over three hundred years.

A three-storey tower stands over an impressive entrance range and the chapel built by Bishop Trelawny immediately catches the eye. No member of the family lives here now; today its residents are transient visitors. ‘Staycations start @Trelawne Manor’ proclaim signs dotted around the site. The family sold it in the 1920s; three decades later it became a home for retired vicars, and then a holiday camp. Surviving topiary from the well-established gardens half hides the house from hundreds of static caravans set out in neat rows, pot plants placed on their stoops to add a flash of colour. Under the old tower, umbrellas shade holidaymakers downing pints in plastic glasses as they wait for fast-food orders to be delivered. A neat prefab houses a Mace convenience store, signs point to swimming pools, tennis courts and a laundrette. It is a safe, reasonably affordable holiday location, and it feels a happy place.
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By the time I get back to the church, fifty or sixty villagers are gathered and the star guests have arrived – the brother of the late Trelawny baronet, and his wife. The vicar introduces us, but the pair are not immediately friendly. She looks me up and down, waiting a second before delivering her coup de grâce, ponderous at first: ‘Yes … I have heard of you.’ She pauses again and looks me directly in the eye. ‘You … you are the fake Trelawny.’

There is no chance to reply as the vicar comes over to tell us he is ready to begin. The service should have been magical, the sun setting behind the lichen-encrusted tower of an old Cornish church, the blue-blazered members of the local male-voice choir standing around the Celtic Cross in the graveyard, singing ‘Trelawny’, ‘Cornwall My Home’ and ‘Lamorna’. But I feel like I have been punched in the stomach. A bit of me just wants to run to the car and drive at speed to the Travelodge in Plymouth, where I am due to spend the night.

Afterwards I chat with a man who turns out to be a Radio 3 listener. But eventually our conversation reaches its natural end and I decide I have to seek out the baronet’s brother’s wife. I ask her what she had meant earlier. ‘You are on the radio,’ she starts off, ‘so I assumed you adopted Trelawny as a nom de plume, a romantic pseudonym to make you sound more Cornish.’ I smile and explain that the name is on my birth certificate. ‘I’m real,’ I say. The ice broken, we laugh together, she offers me a drink, and we swap details, promising to be in touch to further celebrate our familial connections. But as I drive off into the half-light of a Cornish summer evening, I’m still shaken. Her line about me being a fake has rattled me. She may be right.

It is late evening at Paddington Station. The halogen lamps cast a cold, uncompromising light over the concourse. Pret a Manger and Caffè Nero have closed, their doorways now blockaded by metal shutters. Even Burger King is locked up. Little in the way of greasy, starchy sustenance is available to the straggle of evening drinkers boarding the 2248 to Neath, the 2250 to Worcestershire Parkway, the 2332 to Bristol Temple Meads.

A red warning light flashes from the machine polishing the shiny concrete floor, its operator slaloming between the concessions which earlier had offered cookies, cupcakes and souvenir soft toys. Two men in high-vis waistcoats inspect a damaged crowd-control barrier. The ash-blonde woman in green uniform sitting behind the help-desk yawns. The daily drama that fills Isambard Kingdom Brunel’s theatrically triple-arched train shed is slowing down for another day; the actors – revenue officials, security inspectors, short-order chefs, customer information agents, passengers – are leaving the stage.

As each last service departs, the column of glowing orange text that lists its calling points disappears from the information board. Soon just one express train will remain – the Night Riviera to Penzance. Its rake of dark-green carriages rests at Platform 1, a gentle put-put sound coming from Pendennis Castle, the locomotive that will power tonight’s journey west.

Attendants wait by the carriage doors, holding clipboards bearing lists of passengers’ names and details of their accommodations. The cheapest tickets provide an upright seat and little else, regular budget travellers remembering to pack an inflatable pillow, and eye-shades to block out the never-dimmed ceiling lights.

Those who have paid for a berth have the comfort of a bed to look forward to, and access to the first-class lounge, once the royal waiting room. Brunel, the all-powerful begetter of the Great Western Railway, knew Queen Victoria would be his most eminent passenger. In Paddington he gave the first monarch of the railway age a station of breathtaking elegance. Platform 1, its grandest departure point, was the obvious location for the memorial to GWR staff killed in the First World War – a larger-than-life bronze sculpture of an infantryman reading a letter from home.

Nearby stands the three-faced station clock, its black hands slowly brushing past Roman numerals, an unstoppable countdown to the sleeper’s 2345 departure time. Some have already been on board for the best part of an hour, first-timers making a night-train adventure the memorable start of their Cornish holiday. Others cut it finer, passengers whose names are known to the crew: a businessman coming straight from a dinner pitching to clients; a Cornish MP contemplating the problems that will emerge during tomorrow’s packed schedule of constituency surgeries; an investment banker who fits her London commitments into three days a week.

Finally it is time for departure. The doors are slammed shut, the attendants hang their clipboards on the wall of their tiny end-of-carriage cubbyholes. The no-shows are on their own now; they will have to make their own way to Cornwall. The train dispatcher, himself eager to get home, blows his shrill whistle. An introductory jolt, a lurch back, a more confident thrust, and slowly the Night Riviera pulls out of Paddington Station.

St Martin, my home village on the Lizard Peninsula, was not the best place for a train-loving boy to grow up. The nearest railway station was fifteen miles away. The branch line to Helston, our local town, had been shut down nearly a decade before I was born. By the early 1980s the national railway system seemed gravely ill. The car had triumphed; infrequent main-line services meant trainspotting in Cornwall was a lonely, drawn-out experience. Not that I was particularly interested in engine numbers or rolling stock anyway – it was the idea of the journey that excited me.

If any member of my family was making a trip, I would beg to be allowed to call the British Rail inquiry line at Truro Station to clarify train times. It was a place I dreamt of working. It seemed a heady prospect – sitting, telephone headset on, surrounded by every timetable book and official railway document available, providing essential information to the travelling public. Some of the operators answered the phone with a sigh and had to be pushed into giving more than the most basic details. But one anonymous man in Truro treated every question with glee and enthusiasm. No query was too much as he thoughtfully considered and answered my (often spurious) demands to know about connections in the Midlands, dining cars to Norwich, and through train–ferry tickets to the Isle of Wight. I created an imaginary life for him – the shelves of his sitting room were filled with Continental timetables, his spare time spent planning trips to Communist Poland or a journey from Istanbul to Baghdad, making the best use of the discounts offered by his International Railwayman’s Concessionary Travel Pass.

It was the idea of the night train that thrilled me most – an express pressing ever onwards through the small hours, passengers at rest while the lamp on its locomotive lit up a seemingly infinite ribbon of cold steel track. And remarkably, Cornwall had its own sleeper service.

Occasionally my father would use it if he had cause to visit the capital. As he set off, I’d whisper my request that he bring me souvenirs of the trip. The small cake of medicated soap issued to passengers would become an object of minor veneration, never actually used to wash, as that would destroy the double arrows of the British Rail logo stamped into the surface of the bar. A branded bottle of water was equally treasured, so too the disposable shoeshine cloth. This piece of flimsy, waxy paper had added value, as beside the logo were the words ‘Inter-City Sleeper’, printed in BR’s distinctive Rail Alphabet typeface.

Dad used the sleeper for the last time on a Sunday night in 1983, returning from Paddington to tell me the news that my mother had died the day before. A booking mix-up meant that he had to share his berth with a jolly younger man who kept joking and chatting until the early hours. Not wanting to face an awkward situation, my father refrained from telling him our terrible news.

The next morning at Helston School, the metalwork class had just started when I was called out, and told to report to the headmaster’s office, where I found my father waiting. I’d last seen my mother three weeks earlier at Camborne Station, where we had put her on the sleeper that took her to London and the army hospital where her breast cancer was being treated. I was twelve. We held hands as the train started to move. Soon she had to let me go, but I continued to run alongside, waving and smiling. The service picked up speed and the final carriage overtook me, its red warning light getting fainter and fainter before finally disappearing from view.

As part of my preparations for a journey on the sleeper I will have cadged half a zopiclone from an insomniac friend. I hang my coat, lay out fresh clothes for the morning, and tuck my shoes in the space under the narrow bed, before swallowing the bitter-tasting tablet. At home I sleep well unaided; in this moving bedroom the click-clacking of the tracks, the ship-like roll caused by a sharp curve and the intermittent screech and hiss of the brakes make the chemical assistance welcome.

The Night Riviera will pass the racecourse at Newbury and cross the Kennet and Avon Canal. At around three it will climb the Wellington Bank, where in 1904 a London-bound service drawn by the locomotive City of Truro made claim to be the first 100mph train. At four-thirty it will run down the west side of the River Exe, meeting the sea at Dawlish. Here, every few years, winter storms and waves conspire to flush out the ballast from under the track, cutting the far west’s link to the rest of the Kingdom. On clear summer days, the sun reflects on the water to support the illusion that the railway carriage has become the salon of an ocean liner. Did the moon illuminate these scenes this night? I don’t know. I was lost to dreams, sleeping my way through the outer London suburbs, through Royal Berkshire, Wiltshire, Somerset and most of Devon.

I am woken at five-thirty by the incessant electronic bleep of my phone alarm. We have reached Plymouth. The drab, utilitarian concrete of the 1960s station reminds me of Eastern European termini where I have waited to cross borders: Brest in Belarus, Bratislava in Slovakia. This too is a frontier – the last major station before the Tamar is crossed and the ancient land of Cornwall reached. The sleeper waits here for half an hour or more, as if it needs time to conserve its energy for the last push, the sector of this journey that will finally deliver me home.

The sun is rising as we start moving again. We are on time – I will be on Cornish soil by six. We creep through city halts at Devonport, Dockyard and Keyham, before a branch line loops off for Calstock and Gunnislake, communities higher up the Tamar. St Budeaux Ferry Road is the last Devon station, before the two lines of track join as one to cross the Royal Albert Bridge. Soft shadows made by the structure’s iron frame are cast onto the walls of my berth, the thick rivets that bond it together pass by just a few inches beyond the window. The bridge was Brunel’s last masterpiece – Prince Albert opened it in the spring of 1859; by that autumn its engineer was dead.

Where does Cornwall start? Saltash Station, at the western end of the edifice, is the actual entry point, but that leaves the bridge itself as some sort of geographical no-man’s-land. I take the central pillar, buried deep into the river bed, as the marker for the beginning of Cornish territory. As we pass it I smile to myself, and mutter the Cornish mottos, Onen Hag Oll (One and All) and Kernow Bys Vyken (Cornwall Forever).

Six weeks after my eighteenth birthday I crossed Brunel’s bridge in the other direction. I was an adult, had finished school and yearned for the bright lights. Cornwall felt dull, remote and stifling. I was aware that I had had a privileged, idyllic childhood, and had been blessed with a father and brothers who loved me and friends who understood me. But that wasn’t enough. I wanted out, and I didn’t see myself coming back.

I remember a sense of giddy anticipation as my eastbound train made its steady way across the Tamar. I was bound for Exeter, where I had got a job as a trainee broadcaster at BBC Radio Devon. Though the cathedral city’s illuminations were far from dazzling, the place offered me the freedom that I craved.

A week later I was back in St Martin, desperately homesick. My father met me off the train, hugged me, cooked me dinner, washed and ironed my laundry, and the next day drove me back to the station. With our eyes fixed on the road ahead, he told me he didn’t want to see me again for at least six weeks. His tough love worked – I made friends, found a groove for myself, and came to relish my independence. My career took me to Hong Kong and then London. For the next few decades my return visits were desultory, the odd weekend two or three times a year, mainly to see my father.

I suppose I considered myself an adopted Londoner, relishing my life in the heart of the city – but I remained proud of my Cornish roots. They were challenged by the coming of Wikipedia. At first I kept trying to edit my entry, but it always defaulted to the black-and-white facts – the truly Cornish Petroc was actually my third name, preceded by the defiantly English James and Edward. And, the website suggested, I was a West Midlander, having been born in Worcester. To those who saw this as reason to challenge my Cornishness, I would point out that my birth location was merely the result of where the Army had posted my father, adding an unoriginal line about Christ being born in a stable, but not turning out to be a horse. The truth was that I was relaxed about where I came from – prepared to make the case for my true place of origin, but not concerned enough to get into a fight about it.

One day, around 2010, I was in a studio at Broadcasting House presenting Radio 3’s afternoon concert. I had just introduced a performance of Tchaikovsky’s Fifth Symphony – so there were three quarters of an hour before I needed to speak again. I made tea for myself and the engineer, and then decided to attack the overflowing inbox of my BBC email account. The first few messages were from people asking for details of recordings I had played, or wondering if I might mention a performance of Mendelssohn’s Elijah or Bach’s B Minor Mass by their local choral society. Then I clicked on a note from Vesta Darnell. She introduced herself as an amateur genealogist, who was working on an up-to-date Trelawny family tree and had a few questions to ask. Family history was of little interest to me then, but I knew my father would be happy to engage, so I put the two of them in touch.

Email and the internet never featured in Dad’s life, and for his last years he didn’t have a phone either, so updates on his and Vesta Darnell’s communications came just occasionally, either when I saw him in Cornwall, or when he wrote me a letter. At first all seemed okay. ‘She’s got entirely the wrong end of the stick, but I’m going to make sure she gets it right,’ my father announced. The next feedback was not so positive: ‘She is trying to redraw the family tree – without us.’ When I saw my father a few months later I sought another update. ‘We are no longer in contact,’ he informed me, his look making it quite clear that the matter was closed.

The Trelawny name was established in Cornwall by the 11th century, when an Eduni de Treloen was recorded as holding estates at Altarnun on the north-east edge of Bodmin Moor. By the 15th century branches of the family were to be found at Menheniot and Coldrenick near Liskeard. In 1600 Sir Jonathan Trelawny paid the ageing Queen Elizabeth £2,840 to purchase Trelawne, an estate that already bore his name, even though it had no connection to the family.

Sir Jonathan’s son, John, served time in the Tower of London, held there following a dispute with Charles I over the election of local Members of Parliament. He was released after four days and created the first Trelawny baronet. His grandson, another Jonathan (the name is never far away on the family tree), was also imprisoned in the Tower.

Educated at Christ Church College, Oxford and ordained in 1676, the Revd Sir Jonathan Trelawny was rector of South Hill and St Ive churches in east Cornwall. He was a Royalist who showed his loyalty to James II by helping raise a Cornish Militia to counter the Duke of Monmouth’s threatened West Country rebellion of 1685. His reward was a bishopric – not rich Exeter, as he had hoped, but instead poor Bristol. Three years later he was one of the seven prelates charged with seditious libel by James II. The King wanted the Church to give Catholics greater freedom to worship, and insisted that Sir Jonathan and his colleagues should join the list of bishops who had already pledged their support. The declaration would have suspended the laws that enforced conformity to the Church of England – a major step towards increased religious freedom. The bishops’ refusal infuriated the King, who saw the recalcitrant churchmen as rebels who had to be punished. They were sent to trial, and as they refused to pay bail, they were imprisoned in the Tower. Their court appearance, at Westminster Hall on 29 June 1688, lasted ten hours. The next day they were called back for the verdict – not guilty. The bishops were freed and the King’s control of his realm started to look uncertain. Bells rang out at Pelynt, and Bishop Jonathan’s career progressed apace – he got the Exeter job he so wanted, and later was appointed Bishop of Winchester. He died in Chelsea in 1721, at the age of seventy-one. It was probably his experience of imprisonment that inspired a popular Cornish ballad, which the Revd R. S. Hawker used as the basis of his anthem ‘Trelawny’.

Subsequent Trelawnys were colonial governors, army generals and Members of Parliament. One was the adventurer Edward John, friend and biographer of Lord Byron and Percy Bysshe Shelley, and organiser of the latter’s cremation on a beach near Viareggio in Italy. As a child as yet untroubled by the concepts of imperial oppression or class privilege, I was thrilled by the tales my father proudly told of the adventures and experiences of our ancestors. The stories reached the 20th century. My paternal grandfather Clarence died six years before I was born, but seemed to live on thanks to his military exploits – the heroic commander of HMS Spitfire at the Battle of Jutland in 1916, he was considered so useful that in the Second World War he was recalled to naval service and promoted to the rank of captain, despite being nearly sixty. Two of his siblings had had successful careers in the Egyptian civil service.*

Dad had a framed photograph of his father and uncles hanging above his desk. At the front of the formal sepia portrait proudly surrounded by his sons, backed up by his sons, sits Edward Trelawny. He was the main person of interest in Vesta Darnell’s inquiries – she referred to him as Edward Green – not a scion of a grand Cornish family, but a man born in Eastbourne, with roots in Hull.
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Dad never denied that his grandfather had been born with Green as his surname. Edward enjoyed a distinguished career in shipping, working for the Peninsula and Oriental Steam Navigation Company in Australia, India and Egypt. In retirement he wrote a private autobiography, in which he claimed his father, John Harry Green, was a true Trelawny, a blood relation of a Harry Trelawny, born in 1818. Vesta argued that this Harry had died at the age of eight, leaving him no time to produce any heirs. Clear proof, she said, that there was not a familial connection between the Greens and the Trelawnys.

My father countered with a dramatic story that explained the name change. He typed it up for Vesta Darnell, who kindly sent me a copy after his death. John Harry Green, he argued, had been born a Trelawny. As a young army officer he had fought a duel with a fellow soldier over a young woman called Sophia. The other officer was killed, and as duelling had become illegal, John Harry had to flee to France in disgrace, assuming the name Green. After the scandal blew over, he returned and married Sophia, but the Trelawny family wanted nothing more to do with him. Broke, and in poor health, John Harry died in his late forties. His son Edward was determined to right a wrong: ‘Grandpa was determined to resume his correct name of Trelawny before he married,’ my father wrote. ‘He became a proper Trelawny again in October 1871, in time for his wedding the following August.’

I wanted to believe my father, but he provided no sources for his tale other than ‘family legend’ and a frustrating reference to ‘a full account’ he had read ‘in a book which I can no longer trace’. Furthermore, several of the dates and locations he referenced were different to the documentary evidence produced by Vesta Darnell. A glimmer of hope came from a letter between Edward and an Edgar Trelawny – the latter referring to them as ‘Two Trelawnys’ and signing off, ‘your affectionate cousin’. Could this offer some proof of a link – or were they just friends, Edgar complicit in encouraging Edward to swap Green for a rather more exotic-sounding identity? It seems he had good reasons to rename himself. His father lived a rackety life – a jobbing wine trader and broker, he was several times a bankrupt. His two daughters ended up in children’s homes, before emigrating to the US and New Zealand and breaking off contact with their family.

Though he didn’t want to talk about it, I knew Dad was upset by this questioning of his lineage – and I hoped something might emerge to challenge Vesta Darnell’s case notes, some thin bloodline that would make a link between my immediate ancestors and the ancient Trelawnys of old. I felt his anguish – even out of context, the accusation that I was a ‘fake Trelawny’ hurt. Perhaps I am a ‘new’ Trelawny, but given that the name has been used across a century and a half by my father, my grandfather and, for most of his adult life, my great-grandfather, I have no doubts about my right to claim it. The whole affair has led me to think more about my Cornish identity, and my place here. How Cornish am I? My father’s death prompted me to try and find out. Without him around I could have the place on my own terms, spend time here as myself, not my father’s son. A few months after his funeral I booked two weeks in a cottage in Coverack. As I unpacked, I realised this was the longest period I had been back since my teenage departure. The trip fired something in me – a desire to revisit the Cornwall I grew up in, to reclaim my Cornishness, to fill in the gaps in my historical and geographical knowledge, and to get to know and understand the social and economic divisions playing out in the place that I consider home.

The sleeper passes through Saltash and skirts along the Hamoaze, the rich, ancient-sounding name given to the estuarine River Tamar. I look back up the river and am rewarded with a fine view of the moored frigates and supply ships and the great submarine sheds of Devonport Naval Base.

Majestic granite viaducts carry us over the Lynher and Tiddy rivers, both tributaries of the Tamar. The Cornish railway Brunel laid out relies on these soaring bridges – originally made of wood, then rebuilt in stone; structural reminders of the challenge he faced establishing his route through rolling hills and deep valleys.

I dress and then open the door of my berth so I can look out on each side. Several carriages from an earlier railway age rest beside St German’s Station – now converted into holiday accommodation. At Liskeard another viaduct carries us high above the line to Looe; its single-coach train waits at a dislocated platform a sharp right-angle from where the sleeper makes its stop.

Glimpsed road signs suggest a sense of Cornish otherness – Doublebois, Dobwalls, Herodsfoot, Two Waters Foot, the Taphouses, East and West. I sing the jingle of an old local radio advertisement to myself – ‘Trago Mills Got a Great Deal Happening’ – as we pass high above the Glyn Valley and the Cornish discount chain’s warehouse below.

Bodmin Parkway, once Bodmin Road – with a branch to Padstow on the Atlantic, one of the routes the poet John Betjeman would take as he made his way to his Cornish bolthole at Trebetherick. Next Lostwithiel, which once had a passenger connection to Fowey, a port on the English Channel. Even far inland the sea is never distant – nowhere in Cornwall is more than twenty miles from the coast.

Par, change for Newquay. ‘Jesus for Your Life’s Journey’ reads a banner on the side of the Methodist Chapel. Most of these nonconformist places of prayer have shut now – the faith introduced by John Wesley in the 1740s remained dominant in Cornwall until it suffered an abrupt demise at the close of the 20th century. Beside the building a marker-sign reports there are still fifty-eight miles to run to Penzance. Par Docks are covered with the fine dust of china clay. Inland several centuries of workings have left a landscape lined with vast redundant pits and adjacent white-tipped mountains of spoil, nicknamed the Cornish Alps.

Brief glimpses of the sea across the golf links, and then St Austell, the eye drawn to the pale blue and white of the twelve-storey Park House, Cornwall’s one and only experiment with high-density social housing. Twenty minutes later at Truro, the triple spires of John Loughborough Pearson’s Gothic-revival cathedral seem to touch the clouds. Some of the disembarking passengers wait for a connecting train to the towns of Penryn and Falmouth, the first a medieval centre of Cornish learning that is now home to our modern university, the second a spectacular natural harbour from where an empire’s mails were once sent and received.

Between Camborne and Redruth is a landscape studded with the relics of old mines that produced copper and tin, and made the surrounding land among the richest in the world. There is a Station Road still at Gwinear Road but no actual station, little evidence of where the tracks for Helston once broke away from the main line. A stop at Hayle, then St Erth for St Ives. It was the new railway that encouraged an international colony of artist-settlers here. They lived alongside the fishermen and took to wearing their smocks and ganseys. But now the fishermen have left their cottages and the tightly packed terraces have become holiday lets and second homes, sitting dark for half the year.

I gather my luggage in the narrow corridor as we pass St Michael’s Mount. The tide is on the way in, but there is perhaps half an hour more before the causeway that links Marazion to the island-castle becomes impassable.

Finally Penzance. As we draw near my eye scans the shoreline: Scillonian III, the ferry to the Scilly Isles, and the art-deco saltwater lido gleam in the morning sun. Beyond is Newlyn, Cornwall’s main fishing port, and at the far end of the bay, the village of Mousehole. The light darkens as the carriages pass under the shadow of the train shed and gently creak to a halt. I step down onto the platform and hungrily gulp in the cool, salty air. I feel a sense of purpose; I am ready to start a journey through my Cornish hinterland.

 

 

 

 



* My great-grandmother, Rosalie, died in Egypt. Fifteen years ago, while visiting Alexandria, I took the tram to Shatby, the seaside suburb that was once home to the city’s expatriate English community. Now worshippers at the parish church are largely Sudanese Christian refugees, but the British consul general remains ex-officio church warden, and holds a set of keys. David Roberts, then holder of the office, took me for an early-evening visit. No sooner through the door, the first memorial I spotted was a plaque marking Rosalie’s death in 1906.


CHAPTER 1

Home

London to Penzance counts as long haul – the sleeper train takes the same time to reach its final destination as a jet aircraft does to cross the Atlantic. But after a shower, breakfast and brief nap, I am refreshed and ready for the next part of my Cornish journey. It will cover just a few miles. I could draw you a sketch map of St Martin-in-Meneage on a single sheet of A4, with space for a nod to every house, farm, lane, hill and bend in the road.

I have never seen St Martin in one of those coffee-table books about beautiful Cornwall; the village is unlikely to provide a backdrop for the television travels of Rick Stein or Fern Britton. The cluster of cottages around the parish green are sturdy rather than pretty; while it is close to both river and sea, there is no beach, cottage-lined waterfront or 18th-century harbour to catch the eye. For much of the year the local lanes are caked with mud and silage from the farms that form a circle around the village centre. It is neither shabby nor unprosperous, but there is no sense of great wealth either. Most visitors pass straight through on their way to the more obvious charms of Helford, Manaccan and St Anthony, barely giving a second thought to this community of houses snaking out along either side of the road. But St Martin is my village. The place of my childhood.

[image: image]

I wasn’t born here. My father Richard spent his life in the army. One of my brothers was born in West Germany, another in Singapore. When I arrived, Dad was stationed at Norton Barracks in Worcester. Soon after, he transferred to the Ministry of Defence in London; my early childhood was spent in the suburbs, living in a red-brick military quarter in West Byfleet in Surrey. When I was five he retired from the Royal Signals and brought the family back to Cornwall, moving into the house that had been the home of my late grandparents; the place where he had been born.

It never had a name or a number – ‘the last house on the right if you are heading towards Mawgan’ was the clearest way to identify it. It was a large cottage built of stone topped with cob, the traditional Cornish building material: four parts subsoil, three parts straw and one part water.

A row of outhouses stretched along one side. My father turned one of them into a workshop where he would repair things and make me toys – a barn for my model farm, an engine shed for my Hornby railway. Repurposed Lyons coffee tins lined the walls, neatly written labels revealing their contents – silver screws 1½ inch; assorted hinges; rawl plugs, small. At the edge of the yard stood a long wooden shed with a tin roof, an old army hut used between the wars as the rehearsal space for St Martin Silver Band. It became my playroom. Dad built me a stage at one end, with a plasterboard proscenium arch and a pair of moth-eaten curtains that had once hung in my grandmother’s sitting room.

The sheds, and the mature hedges that surrounded the garden meant that little of the house could be seen from the road. It had an entrance hall, a dining room and two sitting rooms. Once the home of the village parson, my grandfather moved in after the First World War, renting it from Sir Courtenay Vyvyan, 10th Baronet and scion of the local landed family, the Vyvyans of Trelowarren.

Perhaps relieved at the opportunity to divest himself of an expensive liability, Sir John, the 12th Baronet, happily sold the place to my father. Dad spent his army retirement bounty replacing the roof, rewiring the electrics and installing a new bathroom and kitchen. He laid slabs of reclaimed local slate in the hall, built bookcases and hung green Thai-silk curtains made by my mother. Later he set out a substantial vegetable garden and strung up mesh fencing to create a safe run for a brood of Rhode Island Red hens.

After a lifetime of packing and unpacking in married quarters around the world, my mother Jennifer could finally set to work on the garden she had dreamt of. Her bedside table was crammed with books on the subject, dry-looking guides to hardy perennials and shrubs suitable for Cornish soil, alongside richly illustrated compendiums of the designs of Capability Brown and Gertrude Jekyll. She coaxed elderly rhododendron bushes back to health and created a rockery filled with heathers, cyclamen and gentian. Her proudest achievement was her knot garden, framed by pastel-coloured roses that she trained on wire frames. Immaculately trimmed box hedges and stone paths no more than a foot wide marked out the inner and outer borders, the beds within planted with marjoram, thyme, rosemary and camomile. An arch of yew would provide an entrance, its shape echoing the lintel over the front door. But she did not survive long enough to see the garden mature. The breast cancer that had grown within her for eight years killed her before the yew trees matured and fused together. The garden that she had created became a living memorial.

The route my family called ‘The Circuit’ has always been first on the list of things to do upon arrival back in St Martin. I first walked it with Mum and our Irish terrier Tessa. Later, as a teenager, I would set out alone, using it as a space where I could attempt to process the anxious dilemmas of adolescence – questions about identity, sexuality and my place in the world, worries around fitting in, daydreams about the slightly scary potential of the big city, and the thrilling possibility of escaping the mundanity of remote rural life.

Today my sister-in-law Alison’s spaniels Rocky and Belle accompany me. Their energy and mindless joy never fail to lift my mood, helping me revel in the thought that I have got out of the city again and made it back to this familiar, deeply comforting place, where every gate, tree and corner seems freighted with memories. The route along tarmacked lanes takes just over an hour to walk. Each new first circuit of The Circuit feels like a stamp in the passport, a mark of return to be completed in any weather.

Cornwall is a different place to what it was when my mother first led me along this path nearly half a century ago. But apart from a handful of new houses, The Circuit is unchanged. It is richly satisfying on a close summer’s day, or in autumn when the accumulation of golden-brown leaf mulch makes the lanes slippery underfoot. It is equally pleasing on a crisp November night as the frost prepares to make its entrance and the stars shine bright through the trees, untrammelled by any urban electric glare. Or on a January afternoon when the wet sea-wind blowing directly across this outcrop of land tugs my hair and tests the seams of my well-worn waxed coat.

It starts with the road north out of the village. Past Primrose and Miranda Cottages the land immediately becomes agricultural; the lane bordered by Cornish hedges, six feet high, six feet broad at their base. These ancient constructions are solid, impregnable, and cast long shadows, creating the illusion that the road is some sort of cutting, deeper than the fields on either side. For much of the year they are rich with plant life – red campion, the star-shaped white flowers of greater stitchwort, cow parsley standing erect after a night of rain, delicate buttery-yellow primroses, the poisonous purple foxglove. The hedge breaks at Sworne Farm where the nearest field is planted with summer cabbages, set out in perfectly ordered rows like the graves in a military cemetery.

At the crossroads there is a bricked-up post-box which once served the farms that lie in all directions, to the right Withan, Carnbarges and Landrivick, straight ahead Mudgeon and Treveador. I turn left, towards Tremayne, Chynale and Mudgeon Vean. A pheasant is startled by my unexpected appearance, running erratically backwards and forwards across the road, furiously squawking and flapping its wings before eventually gaining enough unwieldy lift to carry itself over the hedge. In the silence that follows I climb onto a stone and look over the fields across the Helford River valley to the church tower at Constantine, two miles away as the crow flies, six miles by road.

When I was growing up, Tremayne was farmed by the Phillips family. Evidence of their time as dairy producers remains in the old stone milk stand, now almost covered by wild foliage. Here tin churns of fresh milk would be left out to be collected by lorry, a process that continued until the summer of 1979, when the old system was replaced with bulk tankers collecting milk kept fresh in refrigerated vats. The efficiencies of the system were clear, but the need for expensive new milking parlours forced many small farmers out of the dairy trade, their churns finding new uses as planters and props in domestic gardens. Their land, often just eighty or a hundred acres, was purchased by richer neighbours who wanted to create super-farms better suited to modern agribusiness. Their well-built farmhouses became desirable residences, homes where dirty boots and muddy trousers were no longer welcome in gleaming new kitchens.

The road drops down and narrows – a lane to shock the unwary driver faithfully obeying the instructions of their satnav. Delivery lorries and broad tractors have polished smooth the mud at the base of the hedges; reversing cars have left bald gashes in the vegetation. By a stream at the bottom of the hill half a dozen vehicles are parked, their owners walking the woods that run along the south side of the Helford River.

Until they gave these woods to the National Trust in 1978, they were the private pleasure grounds of the Vyvyans, who for centuries tended the established sessile oaks, and added sycamore, limes, elms, holly and giant firs. Sir Ferrers Vyvyan, the current master of Trelowarren House, is the 13th Baronet, the latest inheritor of a title created in 1645 – although the family had been here for several hundred years before that.

Immaculately hewn stone steps lead down to an almost hidden boathouse, just a glimpse of its sharply pitched roof visible from the path. Gaps in the thick canopy of vegetation allow unexpected glimpses of the tidal river, its creeks once valleys, flooded as the seas rose after the last Ice Age. It is low tide, and I look out over a mass of oozing milk-chocolate coloured mud; a home to tube and peacock worms, cockles, razor clams and sea slugs. A narrow, winding channel of water remains, traversed by a trio of swans, their white feathers in sharp contrast to the smelly brown sludge around them. Twice a day seawater floods in, refloating boats and washing keels clean, and creating a mirrored surface that reflects the trees that reach down to the highwater line.

I stand right on the edge of Tremayne Quay and lean out as far as I dare to get a glimpse of the 1930s wooden bungalow that sits on the edge of Frenchman’s Creek. Further downriver, two dozen boats are moored off Helford. Opposite, tight-set, naked winter oaks shimmer silver; from beyond I can hear a party out shooting, their shouts and the sounds of their guns discharging amplified by the wide river.

[image: image]

The National Trust take good care of this quay, repointing the stones, cutting the grass and providing fire pits for the wild campers who started to come here in Covid times. Opposite, upriver, the stones of Merthen Quay sit askew like unkempt teeth, but Tremayne Quay looks as smart as it did when its slabs of Cornish granite were laid in preparation for a visit by Queen Victoria in the late 1840s. Under the direction of Sir Richard Vyvyan, 8th Baronet and MP for Helston, a well-surfaced road was laid out to transport the monarch from the river to Trelowarren. Alas, bad weather at Falmouth prevented the Royal Yacht from setting sail and the Queen’s visit was abandoned. The quay had to wait for royal patronage until 1921, when the Prince of Wales landed. He was said to be much impressed by his passage through the woods; elaborate arches were built over the road in St Martin to welcome the future Edward VIII.

In the school summer holidays my mother and I would make expeditions here with the Lawrences, who farmed Mudgeon Vean. Susan Lawrence was my best friend; we would walk ahead playing complicated, fantastical games, diving in and out between the trees, our mothers following behind, one holding a thermos, the other a bag of sandwiches filled with Shippam’s meat paste or home-made raspberry jam. When we arrived at Point Field, Susan and I would leap down the tangle of tree roots that formed a natural set of steps, and play on the shingle beach as our mothers set out tea.

Now my bones are stiffer, I am more cautious as I clamber down to the water. The faded yellow hull of an abandoned cabin cruiser lies on its side. Low-hanging branches brush the wreck, seaweed reaches across coloured cables and bilge pipes, plants grow inside the cabin. The boat has been rotting here for at least a decade. It must have a good backstory. Perhaps it was involved in modern-day smuggling, used for a while to run parcels of drugs ashore in these remote, unwatched creeks, and then abandoned. Or maybe it was the toy of a wealthy incomer, someone who dreamt of making a new life here, creating a fantasy that did not play out as hoped.

I dream about these woods – sometimes at night but more often in the day when my mind wanders and I fixate on the comforting, cool cover the trees provide. In places they loom out towards the walker at oddly threatening angles; elsewhere eight-storey-high trunks evoke the pillars found in the lofty naves of great cathedrals. Sometimes the sun shines in, often the light is weakened by the thick cover. The water ebbs and flows, animals scuttle around the undergrowth of the woodland floor, the bodies of long-fallen trees slowly rot. Rich colour comes when the sunlight is reflected off shower-sodden bark, or when the odd narcissus blooms in January and February; or as April turns into May and the ground is set thick with a blurry, hazy spread of bluebells.

It’s a steep climb up the winding lane out of the valley, the hedges lined with moss and ferns in myriad shades of green. On top sit gnarled trees, their branches twisted into shapes that look like oriental parasols, or the elaborately arranged hair of a teenage boy. At the top of the hill is another junction – I turn right, temporarily breaking off the ‘official’ Circuit route and follow the road down to Gear Bridge.

This is where armed conflict once came to St Martin, the location of a brief incursion between Parliamentarians and rebels still loyal to the Crown in the Second English Civil War. A Royalist force under the command of a Major Bogans of St Keverne had established a position on the hill above the bridge, planning to defend what was a strategically important route. When Parliamentarian soldiers drew near it was immediately obvious to the rebels that they were outnumbered. The men deserted their post and, according to the early 19th-century historian Richard Polwhele, Bogans ‘fled to Hilters Clift in St Keverne and concealed himself in a cave in the rocks’. The Gear Rout, as it became known, was the end of a short-lived pro-Royalist rising that had broken out in the west of Cornwall in May 1648. At school in Helston we covered the basics of battles at Bosworth Field, Flodden and Stamford Bridge; how much more alive history might have seemed with a school trip to the site of this skirmish, but a few miles from our classroom.

Two hundred years ago a new bridge was built over Gear Creek, designed for the horses and carts that were then the primary traffic. The bloated cars of today have to creep across; there is little give on either side. I listen out for traffic, and hearing none, walk out into the middle. The only sound is the gentle dripping of water and the plashing of two more swans slowly passing between the stone quays. I imagine the scene four centuries ago – the distant noise of the approaching caravan of soldiers, the shouts of commanders, the clash of steel swords and the last cries of the seven or eight rebels who met their ends here.

Back on The Circuit, I stop to catch my breath by the pair of granite gate piers that sit in front of Caervallack Lodge, guarding what was once one of the many entrances into the Trelowarren demesne. It is a cottage I have long coveted, its architecture touchingly delicate – neatly symmetrical outer windows framing an arched doorway, with a tiny arched window above. So many lodge houses, originally built on country tracks, now sit hard against busy roads; this one is pleasingly set back, and surrounded by a mature garden. In the field opposite a pair of rare-breed pigs slurp through their feed.

I walked this way one summer night in 1987. I was sixteen and worried about my exam results. In my first year at secondary school I had been a model student. Most subjects were streamed, and I was in all the top groups. Then my mother died. I lost interest in studying, stopped reading, became disruptive in class, and gently slid down the academic slope. My father and my teachers were frustrated but I didn’t really care, reckoning, with the confidence of youth, that formal education was overrated, and that I could pursue the journalistic career I wanted without it.

It wasn’t that I lacked ambition. I bombarded the local newspaper, the West Briton, with requests to do work experience, and spent time at its offices in Helston and Truro. I wrote again and again to Television South West, the local ITV broadcaster, until they allowed me to come to Plymouth and shadow the evening news. I made my first tentative broadcasts for the hospital radio station in Penzance. When my father expressed concern I cockily dismissed his worries with tales of famous reporters who had started out as teenage copy boys, or writers who had picked up their education as they travelled the world. But again and again in newsrooms and studios I kept meeting kind adults who told me the world had changed, that I really did need some qualifications. Finally, a matter of months before my exams, reality hit. I studied as hard as I could, but I knew I would be lucky if I scraped through with the grades required to stay on for sixth form.

On that warm night, with just hours to go before the postwoman was due to deliver an envelope containing my results, and unable to sleep, I put my boots on and set off for a solitary walk. It was perfectly clear, with a fine view of the constellations of Cassiopeia and the Plough. Transfixed, I stared upwards, and suddenly a star fled across the skies. Seconds later there was another, and then two more shot by. That was the end of the brief display, specific enough that I took it as a hopeful omen. The next day’s letter brought confirmation that I had passed ‘O’ Levels in English, English literature, history and drama. By the narrowest of margins I had avoided the ignominy of being thrown out of school. Dad was much relieved, taking me for a celebratory pub lunch.

My father had a short temper, which as a teenager I seemed to pick up. We would have arguments that blew up from nothing, and quickly became loud and expletive-ridden. The rows would subside as quickly as they had started, both of us left looking at each other sheepishly, not quite sure what had just happened. Sometimes anger would linger longer in the air; on one occasion when I was thirteen I decided I was going to leave home. I packed a bag, and set off to seek sanctuary with my Aunt Anne, who was then living in the village. Anne was my father’s sister, but the two of them had not spoken for decades, the exact cause of their disconnect lost to history. Anne was an interior designer, author and craftswoman. Her creative outlook and relaxed attitude to life made me think of her as a comrade-in-arms. Though I knew my father did not like me seeing her, he never tried to stop our friendship. It took me forty-five minutes to walk to her house. When I arrived I saw light peeping out from around tightly drawn curtains, and the smoke of a fire rising from the chimney. I knew that Anne would take me in, feed me, give me a bed, reassure me. But I also knew how humiliated my father would be at the thought that I had run to her at a time of trouble. I stood outside her front door for a moment or two before turning round and returning home. My father could be unpredictable, difficult, even alarming at times, but he was my sole-surviving parent, and I loved him more than anyone else.

One of his great qualities was the ability to appear utterly unconcerned about what I was up to. Much of my St Martin life played out in other people’s houses. Electricity had not troubled Grove Cott where Mrs Cliff lived. The corrugated-iron roof of her house, on the main road, was red with rust. The kitchen smelt of the paraffin that she used to fuel her lights. A range in the main room provided heat; a damp, dark shed across from the front door offered a cool space for milk, butter and cheese even on the hottest days.

On a Saturday afternoon we would look at television together. Mrs Cliff’s small black-and-white portable set was powered by a 12-volt car battery. Wrestling on ITV was the principal attraction, the honeyed voice of commentator Kent Walton welcoming ‘grapple fans’ to set-piece bouts between fat men with nicknames like Big Daddy and Giant Haystacks. During the commercial breaks Mrs Cliff would delve into some shadowy corner of her kitchen cupboard to find me a chocolate digestive or a packet of crisps, before pouring us tea from a pot warming on the edge of her Cornish range, an all-purpose stove that hungrily consumed its fuel – coal, wood, household rubbish – by the bucketload. I remember Mrs Cliff as a tiny, kind, elderly figure, a benevolent character from a folk tale. But she was well capable of leaping into action when the TV battery went flat, dismissing the sparks and crackles as she nimbly switched the crocodile clips from one set of terminals to another.

One of the vast parabolic dishes of Goonhilly Satellite Station, from where information was fed around the world, was in St Martin. The runway at RNAS Culdrose, then the largest helicopter base in Western Europe, was barely two miles away. Each day the sonic boom of Concorde rattled our roof tiles as the flight to New York passed over the Cornish coast. I would imagine David Frost or Joan Collins taking a first glass of champagne and making themselves comfortable. But below, in St Martin, there were still people living without electricity.

Bathrooms were not guaranteed either. When my parents were elsewhere Beatrice Mitchell would keep an eye on me after school. I would do my homework sitting at the kitchen table, all the time urging Mrs Mitchell to switch on their big box of a colour television. This ran off mains electricity, to which the Mitchells were connected, but their sanitary arrangements were as old-fashioned as their 18th-century cottage. A tin bathtub hung from a hook on the kitchen ceiling and was used for both bathing and doing the laundry, the water heated up on the well-scrubbed range that was lit every morning. Use of the lavatory entailed a trip to the bottom of the immaculately kept garden, where a shed accommodated a privy, its shiny wooden seat crowning a hole in the ground. A carton of Izal Medicated Lavatory Paper sat on an adjacent shelf, above a bucket filled with ash, a forkful of which would be hurled on top of freshly discharged excrement in an attempt to mute its smell.

Mrs Mitchell and Mrs Cliff’s televisions were of particular interest to me because Dad refused to have one in our house. ‘It’s a fast route to an atrophied mind,’ he proclaimed. Instead we got our news and entertainment from the radio, and I found myself ploughing through books at a rate that seems inconceivable today. At times I was embarrassed by the situation, telling visiting schoolfriends that the set was away for repair, and reading newspaper reviews to ensure I was fully briefed to discuss shows I had never actually seen. Ida Lanyon, one of my babysitters, considered my father’s decision unfathomable, and when my parents had a night out, she would bring her portable set with her. We’d eat the plate of chicken sandwiches that Mum had made earlier, and then watch a Carry On film as Ida smoked her way through a tin of Café Crème cigarillos. Sometimes she would tell me about the village of old, when Wheelwright’s Cottage was still home to a wheelwright; when James Carlyon Cooke was the village carpenter, making washboards, wagons and barrows, and the blacksmith’s shop opposite employed six men.

Those businesses had long gone but St Martin still had the necessary accoutrements of a fully functioning village. Mrs Cardwell was the first shopkeeper I remember. As sub-postmistress she helped me to open a National Savings Account with £15 of accrued birthday money. Next to the postal counter, from where she sold stamps and paid pensions, were tightly packed shelves of groceries and a chiller cabinet where she kept the hams and blocks of cheese that would be cut to order. The lights came on early in her sitting room so the mail could be sorted before postwoman Brenda Steer set out on her daily round, first delivering to the village, and later heading down rough lanes to isolated cottages and farmhouses.

St Martin was generally a quiet place, but three or four days a week the distinctive roar of Wessex and Sea King helicopters from RNAS Culdrose would cut through the silence. Several naval pilots lived in the village, where they were treated as local heroes, always on standby to rescue stricken sailors, whatever the weather, or transport the pregnant, sick
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