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  December/January 2011

Dear Members

It seems a long time since I sent a newsletter, but I have been waiting till the end of January to receive nominations for the Secretary/Treasurer’s position as stated in my resignation letter last year.  No nominations have been received and so I am including with this letter, a copy of the proposal to change the duties of the officers to be submitted at the Biennial meeting in May with a voting slip for each member.  Votes will be accepted up to 28th February 2011.
At the Biennial General Meeting held at New Plymouth in 2007, the matter of including Cliff Trevelyan, the original Secretary/Treasurer of the Association, as the founder on the Newsletter letterhead was discussed.  Whilst it was at Cliff’s instigation - he inserted advertisements at his own expense in all the National Newspapers, calling for people of Cornish descent who were interested in forming a Cornish Association to contact him - it was felt that he must have had considerable help from other people who (or their families) might feel aggrieved that their efforts have not been recognised.  The matter has been raised again by Cliff’s family and will be discussed at the meeting in May.  However, it would be of benefit if the opinions of all members were canvassed to help in making any decisions.  To that end, I have also included a form to complete giving your opinions on the matter.
The Biennial General Meeting will be held at New Plymouth on Saturday 7th May 2011 and it would be very helpful in preparing the May Tea if anyone intending to be there could notify me.
We extend a warm welcome to new member Mrs Robyn Lateef née Treleaven, whose ancestors came from Lanlivery & Luxulyan near Lostwithiel.  Robyn was born in Christchurch but now lives in Melbourne.
From My Cornwall: “Blast from the past – Pete London explores the history of Cornwall’s Gunpowder Factories.  In Cornwall, tin and copper mining have made fortunes and provided work for thousands.  During the eighteenth century, Cornish mines developed into complex workings; use of steam power for drainage allowed ever deeper shafts as ore-bearing lodes were relentlessly pursued.  To blast through the tough granite and killas rocks found in so many mining areas, gunpowder was used but, until the 1800s, its supply came from east of the Tamar.  Costs were high, the miners in hock to hard-nosed agents from the London and Somerset gunpowder mills. If gunpowder could be manufactured locally and sold at a reasonable price, good business would be had.
The first men to produce gunpowder in Cornwall were Frank Nicholls and Henry Gill, who founded a factory in 1809 at Cosawes, between Perranarworthal and Ponsanooth.  The site they chose was ideal; a stream to power the mill’s water-wheels and a wooded valley to provide some screening protection in case of accidental explosion; a danger inherent in making the finished product.  Further precautions were required by the legislation of the day; buildings were placed fifty yards apart, walls were of thick heavy stone, roofing flimsy.  Cosawes was commercially successful and during 1811 a rival business was launched at Kennall Vale, also near Ponsanooth, by the agent of the Foxes and Perran Iron Founders, Benjamin Sampson.  Like all such enterprises of the time, the core processes for gunpowder manufacture at Kennall began with the individual grinding of the sulphur and charcoal, preparation of the saltpetre; then, sieving of impurities from all three ingredients, followed by a preliminary or ‘green’ mix.  And most importantly, incorporation; further milling, grinding into a fine powder to blend the constituents into the closest desirable contact with each other, maximize burning speed and reduce unwanted residue.
Kennall Vale works was a much larger venture than Cosawes and at the forefront of its time.  By 1824, two pairs of granite-built incorporating mills were operating, each driven by overshot water-wheels fed from the River Kennall.  During the mid 1830s, a third pair appeared; later the business acquired a nearby farm and a paper mill.  High stone walls were built, separating the dangerous manufacturing areas from the offices, stores, millwrights, coopers and smiths.  A new section known as the Roche Works was opened in 1845, a complete gunpowder factory in itself, though it abutted the main site.  Roche employed four further pairs of mills, along with its own processing sheds.  Over the years, a complex system of small aqueducts, leats, weirs and waterfalls grew as the river was pressed into powering ever more waterwheels, which drove separating sulphur and charcoal mills, sieves and granulating machinery.
By the 1860s, several grades of gunpowder were being supplied to the mining industry.  The company also provided compressed bobbins of powder which could be strung in various quantities on a common fuse, according to customers’ requirements.  During the early 1870s, production peaked, the thriving Cornish mines voracious in their appetite for blasting powder.  Kennall also made higher power, cleaner burning sporting powders for use in shotgun cartridges and rifle ammunition, even more dangerous to manufacture than common gunpowder.  Two other prominent Cornish gunpowder factories appeared.  The charcoal works at Herodsfoot, south-west of Liskeard gave rise to the East Cornwall Gunpowder Company which opened for business in 1845, under the Isaac family.  The concern was built with financial support from the Quaker community, its purpose commercial rather than warlike.  During the 1850s, East Cornwall started up a second site: Trago Mills situated in the wood of that name, five miles outside Liskeard.  East Cornwall never produced as wide a range of powders as Kennall Vale, but concentrated on production of mine blasting powder.
Several smaller companies attempted to elbow in on the market, but most were unable to compete with the main players.  The best-known of the lesser concerns was the Cornwall Blasting Powder Company, formed under John Tonkin during 1863 at Bishops Wood near Truro.  With sharp pricing, the venture won some work because demand for gunpowder was so high, particularly during the mid 1870s.  In fact, by that time as well as supplying the home market, Cornish powder had found its way across the Tamar to the north of England and also overseas.  Understandably, safety in the factories was a vital concern.  Fire and sparks were always potentially lethal antagonists, ever ready to cause terrible loss of life and damage; many measures were taken and rules drawn up designed to prevent accidents.  The men usually wore pocketless clothing, to prevent them carrying forbidden items, and leather boots made without nails, or even slippers.  Since many couldn’t read, every so often a foreman would read out the list of do’s and don’ts, to remind the workers of the need for great care.  At the entrances of processing buildings, shallow depressions were kept doused with water, forming puddles that damped down the footwear of those entering, and washed off any detritus that might cause dangerous friction or flashes.  The volatile material and finished products were moved around the sites in sealed barrels by fully enclosed wagons.  And yet, in awful contrast, on-site furnaces were employed to help dry the processed powder, many of the offices had snug fireplaces and oil lamps were widely used, practices horrific by today’s safety standards.
Unsurprisingly perhaps, despite precautions, accidents occurred, often reported by the newspapers of the day with ghoulish melodrama.  In February 1826, the West Briton described an explosion at Kennall Vale after a woman had carried on her clothes a spark from a cooking fire in the canteen; she entered a processing area with potatoes for the workers and, in the resultant blast, a man died.  During the following June, a man and boy were sweeping dust from a mill; an unexplained explosion killed them both.  Four years later, one mill was completely destroyed in a blast which claimed several men.  The cause was never ascertained, the mill rebuilt; business continued.  During May 1838, the West Briton dolefully reported: ‘A most dreadful explosion occurred at the Kennall Vale gunpowder mills....though there was only one man very seriously injured and some hopes are entertained for his recovery.’  The man later died.  In 1843, another blast wrecked one mill and damaged two others, but the screen of trees prevented more widespread harm.  The Devonport Independent and Plymouth Stonehouse Gazette for 10 October 1857 revealed the grisly outcome of an explosion at Trago Mills: ‘....four men, Edgecombe, Whiting, Rogers and Pett were killed.  Rogers left a widow and ten children and Whiting was only lately married.  With the death of the men, the cause of the explosion must ever remain a mystery.  An inquest was held on Monday before the Coroner on the only body found, the other men who were inside the mill having been blown to atoms.’
During July 1865, Trago Mills’ incorporating mill blew up; the violent report was heard in Liskeard.  The Cornwall Blasting Powder site at Bishops Wood suffered explosions in 1866, when two died and, in1868, after a fire started in the sulphur mill; the latter shook houses in Truro though fortunately no-one was killed.  Heredsfoot too experienced misfortunes, the worst of which took place on 12 May 1876.  A chain of explosions started with merely a spark struck by a mallet hitting a grain of grit and spread to a mill; almost every building on the site was destroyed or damaged but, astonishingly, only three men died.  

Like Kennall Vale, Herodsfoot was situated in a wooded valley which helped limit wider damage.  Hardly had the factory recovered when, in October, a second blast occurred; that time, causing two fatalities.  But the flow of gunpowder was never interrupted for long.  The Cornish producers were tough, hard businessmen, their workers loyal and dedicated, with a heightened mutual dependency in the face of ever-present danger.  They dug deep and carried on.  By the 1870s though, new high-explosives were emerging, particularly dynamite and later gelignite; both were more efficient and convenient than gunpowder.  As use of mining gunpowder began to decline, the Cornwall Blasting Powder Company’s Truro site appeared on the market for sale.  Sadly there were no buyers and finally, in1887, the factory was broken up.  Over the following decade, Cornwall’s output of gunpowder gradually fell away.  During 1898, the Kennall Vale Gunpowder Company ceased, its cause further frustrated by the mining recession.  That year too, the East Cornwall Gunpowder Company succumbed; Herodsfoot and Trago also stopped production and gunpowder manufacture in Cornwall came to an end.  
Today, we can still find evidence of the gunpowder men.  Remains survive at Cosawes and Bishop’s Wood, but the most interesting site is Kennall Vale.  Among the trees, its buildings have survived well under their layers of vivid green moss, the location having lain undisturbed since its abandonment.   The area supports wide varieties of bird and insect life and makes a fully beautiful walk.  But even on a sunny day, Kennall Vale’s battered leats and channels run with water, its ruins dank and slippery; if you want to explore the old workings, do wear good boots!”  (I had never heard of a gunpowder industry in Cornwall and thought this was a very interesting article and, although rather long, I couldn’t decide on anything to omit. Jean.)
From the Winter Edition of the London Cornish Association’s Newsletter: “The Eden Project: a victim of Cornwall’s recent floods.  Following a massive clean-up involving hundreds of staff, Eden’s Visitor Centre and Core education building were re-opened just one week after being flooded although there is still a lot of work to do on the waterlogged Link Building between the two Biomes. The Biomes themselves and Eden’s plant collection escaped damage from the torrential rain. The damage to the ice rink is more severe than first thought and it is not certain when skating will return to Eden.”
From a report in the Cornishman by a panel set up by Cornwall Council’s Health and Adults Overview Committee: “Along with comments that elderly patients are given 7.30.am appointments at Treliske Hospital in Truro despite having journeys longer than 25 miles, a Nuffield Trust report from 2009 indicates that if the county was to get the same funding per head of population as the rest of England, it would get £53 million extra a year, if it was the same as funding granted to Wales, it would get an additional £159 million while the county would get £185 million extra a year if it received the same funding as Scotland.  The panel concluded that Cornwall’s residents with non life-threatening health problems are being failed by the NHS.”  How about that!!!

Taranaki Branch: The November meeting was held outside, in steady rain, on the banks of the Waitara River in Waitara on Saturday 13th.  It was attended by 16 members and friends.
After a short business session where we discussed The Biennial Tea, to be held in NP in May. The proposed Electoral boundaries in Cornwall, (we are revolting) and the proposed splitting of the NZ Cornish national office (in favour).

Once this was completed we boarded the Waitara Railway Preservation Society train for a trip on the ex Waitara – Lepperton line, as far as we could go until stopped by a bridge under repair. This line was originally constructed using Cornish labour and dates from 1875.  The train returned us to the ex Tahora station where we had afternoon tea before taking us back to our vehicles.

While at the afternoon tea stop it was revealed that Carol and Graham Cowling were celebrating their wedding anniversary and Carol produced a cake that was cut by Graham and two grandsons. During the ride we were entertained by Peter Galvin on the piano accordion

Christchurch Branch: The Cornish Association’s Christmas meeting for 2010 was held at St Paul’s Church Hall, Harewood Road, Papanui on Saturday the 4th of December commencing at 2pm. The President welcomed 32 members plus 2 guests and 20 members of the St Alban’s community choir who were to be our main entertainers for the afternoon. Apologies were received from Chris & Ian Clarke, Marie Barker, Warren Grenfell, Cherry & Colin Hill, Pat Jeffrey, Betty Trewinnard, Tony & Gillian Trewinnard, Pamela Maw, Joy Anderson and Margaret & Don Frazer.  

 

The afternoon’s entertainment was led off by the St Albans choir who entered the hall singing an old “Wassail “ song and continued with a bracket of well-known Christmas numbers.  

Dorothy gave us a different interpretation of “Snow White and the seven dwarfs”  

Graham read us a poem “Mousehole Lights” celebrating the Christmas illuminations in the fishing village of Mousehole.  

The President led members of the committee in the singing of inappropriate words to several well-known carols, many remembered from childhood.  

Dorothy then told us of the ongoing perils of having a large turkey for Christmas dinner.  

Val read us a couple of poems appropriate to the occasion.   

A visit from Santa and Mrs Claus who looked suspiciously like Graham and Jeanette brought presents for all including the choir.  

St Alban’s choir then performed a 2nd bracket and led the audience in a carol sing-along.  

 

During an Afternoon tea of traditional Christmas Fare the raffle was drawn, among the winners were Bruce Moore, Bill Jenkins, Lynda Mitchell, John McDonald, Jean Piper and 3 members of the choir.   

 

This was the last meeting for 2010. The first meeting for 2011 will be the picnic on Sunday the 23rd of January at Woodham Park from 2pm. The reserve day in the event of bad weather will be Sunday the 30th of January, same venue and time.  Our next meeting will be the St Piran’s Lunch on Saturday 5th March 2011. 
And now for some “Do you Knows” from Edith Martin’s book:

That William Bickford of Illogan invented the first safety fuse?
That William Bligh, born at St Tudy, became governor of New South Wales in 1806?

That there was once a velvet factory at St Day?

That the Lizard Lighthouse was built by Sir John Killigrew in1619?

Regards

Jean
Secretary/Treasurer
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