
2.2 History of Cornwall 

Traders, smugglers, pirates, miners, pilgrims, writers, artists, holidaymakers 
and now digital nomads – over the millennia, all have left their mark on 
Cornwall’s history. 
Ancient hunter-gatherers of Neolithic tribes settled here, having crossed 
from continental Europe about 10,000 years ago.  Their presence remains 
through their flints, arrowheads and capstoned tombs, known as quoits – 
e.g. near Zennor).  Later Bronze Age tribes left stone circles.  These are 
typically 1-2 km inland from the coastal route – e.g. Merry Maidens of 
Boleigh, near Lamorna – a stone circle dating from 2500-1500 BC. 
The Celts arrived around 500 BC, bringing iron tools and weapons, and 
leaving hill forts such as Chyauster, 4 km off-route near Treen.  The Celts also 
left their legacy in the names of places and people: see page 15. 
The Roman occupation and the Dark Ages of Angle, Saxon and Danish 
invasions led to the Arthurian legends with their links to Tintagel Castle 
further up the Cornish coast.  Pilgrimage links developed between Ireland, 
Wales, England and Brittany, including St Michael’s Way.  And from about the 
8th century, St Michael’s Mount developed as a monastery. 
The Norman era and Middle Ages saw Cornwall’s economy develop in 
farming, fishing, and mining.  By the early 19th century, Devon and Cornwall 
would come to dominate the global market for tin: see pages 21 to 22.   
Cornwall’s smuggling industry grew in parallel.  The English government 
began imposing customs duties to meet the growing demands of financing 
military action.  From 1275 onwards these levies extended from wool to gin, 
tea and other products.  Beneath this price umbrella, a whole system soon 
developed whereby ships were lured by false lights so they would founder 
on rocks and could be plundered by the locals.  This allowed the contraband 
to be sold easily, tax-free and well below market rates, with the connivance 
of the entire community – even the vicar.   
Smuggling reached its peak in the late 18th century.  But the industry 
became too conspicuous and, after the murder of a customs official, ‘coast 
guards’ were eventually established to guard against smuggling.  They 
developed cliff-top lookouts and the pathways that would eventually 
become the SWCP. 

Cornwall’s best preserved quoit: Trethevy
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During the 15th and 16th centuries, Britain strengthened its maritime 
presence.  Naval leaders included famous sons of neighbouring Devon such 
as Drake and Raleigh.  Although the Spanish Armada of 1588 was seen off, 
subsequent raids saw Mousehole and Penzance sacked, as remembered in 
the name of nearby Point Spaniard. 
The 17th through to 19th centuries allowed Cornwall to prosper while a 
combination of capital and innovation fuelled an industrial revolution in 
mining technology.  It achieved global dominance in tin mining but was 
eventually undercut by cheaper foreign products.  By the mid-19th century, 
its mining was ruined: see page 22. 
Early tourism started to fill the gap left by mining.  The Napoleonic Wars of 
1803–1815 put Europe in lock-down, so the Grand Tourists travelled within 
Britain instead.  The south coast climate was attractive, and after the railway 
arrived in 1859 it also became accessible. 
Tourism increased throughout the 20th century, with the opening of 
nearby National Parks, the promotion of Areas of Outstanding 
Natural Beauty, the ‘draw’ of famous writers and artists in 
residence such as Agatha Christie, Daphne Du Maurier,  
D H Lawrence and Barbara Hepworth, and the develop-
ment of initiatives such as Tate St Ives and the Eden 
Project.  But the economic impact of the arrival of 
lifestyle-seeking digital nomads has barely 
balanced the decline of mining and the 
pressures on the fishing industry. 

Shipwreck at Boscawen Cove

20



2.3 Mining  
Cornwall was renowned for its tin as 
long ago as the Bronze Age.  
Analysis of the ‘Nebra sky disc’, the 
12-inch metal plate shown here, 
reveals that Cornish gold and tin 
was in use by about 1600 BC.  Found 
near Mittelberg, Germany in 1999, 
this bronze-and-gold disc is the 
world’s oldest depiction of the 
cosmos and its celestial bodies. 
In addition, St Michael’s Mount has been 
identified as a possible site of Ictis, a port 
whence tin was exported, mentioned by the historian Diodorus Siculus in the 
first century BC.  An important strand of Celtic legend portrays Joseph of 
Arimathea as a tin trader who brought the infant Jesus to Cornwall. 
After centuries of smaller-scale extraction, Cornwall eventually became 
global leader in tin, copper and other minerals in the 18th and early 19th 
centuries.  This boom was driven by three factors: 
demand for minerals and metals triggered by the industrial revolution (c1760-1820) •
the availability of finance including from abroad, and •
innovation in the techniques of extraction and refining. •
Aerial view of Levant mine with winding engine in foreground
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The beam engine was one of those 
innovations.  This was a new way to 
pump water from the mines that 
are close to the sea, and sometimes 
even from beneath it.  Others 
included the Davy Lamp to warn of 
methane in mines, developed by 
Cornishman Humphry Davy (1778–
1829): see pages 58-9. 
By 1837 Cornwall had 200 mines, 
employing 30,000 workers.  Many 
of these were children, and all 
miners faced danger and received 
poor wages for hard work in 
unpleasant conditions.  Most 
workers followed the Methodist 
faith of John Wesley (1703-1791), a 
denomination that started 
hereabouts.  The mining legacy 
survives in the UNESCO World 
Heritage Site Cornwall and West Devon Mining Landscape.  Prime examples 
include Botallack’s windswept Crowns Mine, and Levant Mine with its deep 
undersea workings and reconstructed beam engine.  Geevor was the last 
working mine in the area, producing large quantities of tin and copper, and 
closed as late as 1991.  It is cared for by Pendeen Community Heritage, a 
charity formed in 2000 that offers interpretation and experiences including a 
guided underground tour.  Its Museum and Heritage Centre is on the 
outskirts of Pendeen: www.geevor.com. 
By the mid-19th century, the industry had started its decline.  Lodes were 
becoming harder to reach, and prices were dropping as mines in Australia, 
Mexico and the USA came onstream at lower cost.  A third of Cornwall’s 
mining families emigrated – often to ply their trade at mines abroad. 
Fans of the BBC’s Poldark saga will recognise many of its locations as they 
walk the route.  Dramatising many of the themes mentioned above, the 
series features locations such as Levant Mine, Crowns Mine, Porthcurno and 
Porthgwarra.  Here is a Poldark-themed driving route www.intocornwall.com. 

Engine house, Levant (built in 1887)

Levant arsenic works, Geevor
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