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Falmouth had been a terminal for the Packet Service from 1688 to 1851. The Falmouth Docks 
Company was formed after a meeting in Falmouth Town Hall on 31 May 1858 with the aim of 
keeping the Packet Service, by providing facilities for the new steam-driven ships. James Abernethy, 
an engineer from Aberdeen was invited to draw up plans on a natural feature known as Bar Point, 
which extended northwards from Pendennis towards Trefusis Point. The docks was planned covering 
an area of 150 acres (61 ha). The shallow water was dredged by the Briton and by 1860 a channel of 
deep water 300 feet (91 m) wide linked the docks with deep water in Carrick Roads. The foundation 
stone was laid on 28 February 1860 by Lord Falmouth; sadly there is no trace of the stone today. The 
first ship dry docked in 1861 and by 1863 the Eastern and Western Breakwaters and the second dry 
dock had been completed. 

The Grain Store, along with No 1 Graving (dry) Dock, was built between 1860 and 1862 of killas 
rubble, rock-faced granite dressings and granite-coped parapet with Delabole slate roof. The interior 
retains the original cross-beam and joust floor structures. The store was listed as grade II on 23 
January 1973 with amendments on 24 April 1996.

The Pendennis Shipyard is currently building a new dock for super yachts on the site of the first 
1861 gridiron. James Abernethy, the man responsible for initially designing and overseeing the 
construction of Falmouth Docks, reported: “The whole of the masonry and excavation for the gridiron 
is complete, the laying down of the timbers has been delayed, in consequence of the tides not receding 
enough, a short time will now suffice to complete this work”. In a meeting at the Polytechnic Hall the 
docks directors also presented their report and the need to build another dry-dock to accommodate 
ships.

Your directors have to report that since the last half-yearly meeting the graving dock has been 
completed and is now occupied by two large vessels, and others would have availed themselves 
of similar accommodation had it existed, but had to go elsewhere. The immediate construction 
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Falmouth Docks

Aerial view showing the wharves and docks. Falmouth Docks photo.
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of a second dock to meet the requirements of the existing traffic of the port is imperatively 
demanded.
The Falmouth Dock Company had its own railway from January 1864 which connected it with the 

Cornwall Railway that had opened from Truro the previous year. The Eastern Breakwater was built in 
1863 and No 2 Dock opened in 1864. Its first cargo to be exported was china clay, brought on trains 
along the new railway. The original rail was 7 ft ¼ in (2,140 mm) broad gauge, being converted to 4 
ft 8½ in (1,435 mm) standard gauge in 1892.

The Directors originally borrowed £50,000 from the Public Works Loan Commissioners at 3.25% 
and had to borrow a further £20,000 in 1864. In the following year the Western Breakwater collapsed 
and disappeared from sight, and on 11 May 1866 (on a day known as Black Friday or the Panic 
of 1866) the Bank of England increased interest rates to 10%. Work on the docks was suspended. 
The Eastern Breakwater was damaged during a ″hurricane″ in January 1867 and in March of the 
same year the crew abandoned the brig Uhla which dragged along the same breakwater displacing 
many piles. By the end of the year the directors handed over possession to the Public Works Loans 
Commissioners. The breakwater was repaired for £8,500 in 1869. In 1882 the sea bed alongside the 
Eastern Pier and the Western Wharf was dredged in preparation for an anticipated increase in large 
steam traffic and a decrease in sail. The following year the 500 feet (150 m) No 2 dry dock was due 
for completion and a 30 ton crane was proposed for the 400 feet (120 m) Western Wharf.

In the early days the dock was run in a similar fashion to an industrial estate with many different 
individuals and organisations hiring the facilities. The Docks, Foundry and Engineering Company, 
which was originally set up in Falmouth (and renamed Cox and Co in 1871), carried out ship-repairs 
and the fishing fleet from Lowestoft landed its catch on the beach. Much of Cornwall’s grain was 
imported and distributed from the dock and there were also salvage operations, ship refuelling, coal 
and timber imports. The British and Irish Steam Packet Company ran a regular service from Dublin to 
London landing at Falmouth on the Eastern Breakwater.

The Admiralty took over the docks during the First World War and built No 3 Dock, which was 
larger than the previous two. Due to the German submarine offensive, ship-repair was of enormous 
strategic importance but the facilities and workforce were unable to deal with the added workload. A 
London firm of ship-repairers, R. H. Green and Silley Weir, sent men to help clear the backlog and their 
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Work on vessels in Dry Dock 3.
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managing director, realising the potential of Falmouth, bought the dockyard in 1918. Under a new 
name of Silley Cox and Co, new workshops were built, new machinery installed and skilled workmen 
imported from London. Shipbuilding was a major activity until the 1920s, by which time 198 vessels 
had been built. A fourth dock was opened in 1928 and new wharves built on the western side of the 
Western Breakwater. They were Empire (1931–33), King’s (1935–37) and Queen’s (1938–42).The 
largest dry dock is the enlarged No 2 Dock, renamed Queen Elizabeth Dock, which was opened, by 
the Duke of Edinburgh in 1958. This new dock was 850 feet (260 m) in length and able to take the 
largest ship, then built, at 85,000 tons.

During World War II, despite constant aerial attacks, a constant stream of vessels was repaired, 
converted or fitted out for special needs. This included the modifications to HMS Campbeltown, 

Friday May 10th afternoon

1906 Ordnance Survey map of Falmouth Docks.
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Friday May 10th afternoon
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Friday May 10th afternoon

A  General Offices
B  Electrical Shop
C  Plumbers (1)
D  Smiths
E  Patternmakers
F  Engine Shop
G  Plumbers (2)
H Coppersmiths
J  Stores
K  Boiler House
L  Compressor Houses
M  Shipwrights and Mould Loft
N  Oxygen & Dissolved Acetylene Store
O  Joiners
R  Platers
S  Oil Pumping Station

T  Separator
U  Oil Storage Tanks
V  Garage
W  Propane Gas Store
X  Cleaning Shop
Y  White Metalling Shop
Z  Stores

A1  Offices
B1  Fire Station
C1  Dock Police
D1  Works Office
E1  Chemist
F1 Dock Master’s Office

1, 3, 4  Dry Docks

Plan of Falmouth Docks showing dimensions and dates of quays. 
Based on the Trevithick Society Newsletter 6th August 1974 and docks development timeline.

the former USS Buchanan, used to ram the gates of the Normandie Dock at Saint Nazaire during 
Operation Chariot.

In the 21st century the docks have three graving docks with a capacity of 100,00 dwt and wharfage 
of 2.5 km. Ship repairs, cleaning and the disposal of waste products are among the facilities offered 
by the seventeen tenants. Pendennis Shipyard relocated to the docks in 1988 and build and repair 
luxury yachts.

Queen’s Wharf 1938-42 Northern Wharf 1861, rebuilt 1926-8, 
restored 1942

Empire Wharf 1931-3

King’s Wharf 1935-37

Western Wharf 1861,
lengthened and repaired 1923
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Saturday May 11th morning

Poldark Mine, alias Wheal Roots

The little hamlet of Trenear is part of the village and district of Wendron near Helston. Trenear is 
located on the B3297 Helston to Redruth road just under 4 miles from Helston on the edge of the 
9Lizard Peninsula. The mine is on Porkellis Lane in Lower Trenear [Trenere Wolas], set below a 
granite escarpment in five acres of waterside country style gardens in a wooded glen on the River 
Cober valley floor and beside Porkellis Moor, a Site of Special Scientific interest due to its biodiversity.

The workings lie below several fields that form private farmland in the village. The grounds are 
known as the Trenere Wolas Gardyn, this being its late Medieval name. The spelling of Gardyn is 
taken from Middle English which was in use from circa 1100 to 1500. Wolas means lower in Cornish.

The site lies in the valley of the River Cober on the Carnmenellis granite outcrop. The river valley 
was once extremely rich in tin ore because of the extensive erosion over geological time of a great 
depth of overlying sedimentary rocks which contained many ore-bearing lodes. Pebbles and grains 
of the heavy ore collected in the river gravels and sands, eventually leading to the rich tin-bearing 
grounds that were found near the surface of most of the river valleys flowing from the granite.

Evidence that this abundance of ore was first recovered and processed in ancient times is shown by 
the Trenear Mortar Stone, near to the entrance of Poldark Mine. It is an outcrop of granite which has 
at least 17 hollows in its upper face in which tin ore would have been crushed by hand, using stones. 
Although impossible to date precisely it is believed to have been in use during the later prehistoric 
period (c.2000BC to 43 AD). It is the only known example of such a mortar in south-west England 
and was designated as a scheduled monument in 2009.

The first mechanised tin stamping mill in Duchy land, and possibly in the whole of Cornwall, is 
recorded at Trenere Wolas (present-day Lower Trenear) in a document confirming that it was held 
by John Trenere, a freeman, in 1493. By 1650 the industrial buildings recorded at Trenere Wolas had 

The prehistoric Trenear Mortar Stone at Poldark Mine.
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Saturday May 11th morning
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Saturday May 11th morning

expanded to a crazing-mill, two stamping-mills and a blowing house.
The mine workings discovered in the 1970s were attributed by A. K. Hamilton Jenkin to an old 

tin mine known as Wheal Roots, which had probably been worked between about 1720 and 1780. By 
1856 it had become part of the Wendron Consols and is shown on the surface plan of that mine as ‘old 
men’s workings’ meaning that it was at that date considered a very old mine.

Because of the unusual way in which Wheal Roots’ lode had been worked, there is little doubt 
that it had been discovered by tin streamers in the bed of the River Cober and was from there mined 
into the hillside. This is exactly the same way that the lodes of the nearby Medlyn Moor, Basset and 
Grylls and Wendron Consols mines had been discovered and worked. The Wendron mining area once 
employed over 9,000 workers, more than twice the number in Redruth and Camborne combined at 
the time.

The mine was worked using horses and water wheels to power all the machinery and to pump 
water from it. In the museum there are the remains of an early rag and chain pump used before the 
days of steam to raise water from mines and which was found when the mine was rediscovered in the 
1970s. The pump consisted of a series of wooden pipes made from tree trunks and through which a 
large endless chain was pulled. The chain had rags tied to it at intervals which when pulled up through 
the pipes lifted the water out of the mine.

In the mine at Horse Whim Shaft the granite on the side of the shaft has been worn smooth by 
the rubbing of the kibble against it; this shaft is over 200 feet deep and its further depths remain 
unexplored. In the Museum a large cast and wrought iron kibble recovered from the main shaft can be 
seen, dating from the 18th century when the mine was active in tin production.

During the 19th century the site was occupied by the main dressing floors of Wendron Consols 
mine. When tin prices fell in the late 19th century many mines closed, although there is a record of 1893 
indicating that a stream-work was still active at Trenear at that date. The Wendron Consols stamping 
mill was sold and the building became a dairy from the 1880s until 1972. This was the Trenear Dairy 
Company Limited which used the waterwheel to drive the machinery for making butter and cheese. 

Model of the Holman traversing winder made for the Paris Exhibition of 1900.  The unique engine 
was designed by T. & W. Morgan of London for Williams Shaft at Dolcoath Mine; it weighed 120 tons 
and travered on 20 railway wheels as the drum rotated, to keep the rope in a line. Unfortunately it was 

broken up on the closure of Dolcoath.
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The dairy later became part of 
Unigate and the waterwheel was 
used to produce electricity. A 
wheel of smaller size and made in 
1904 at Harveys of Hayle is now 
fitted in the pit.

Wendron Forge opened as a 
museum and tourist attraction in 
June 1971 under the ownership of 
Peter and Jose Young. They had 
purchased the forge at Trenear in 
1966 and it remained a working 
forge until the death of smith, 
Alfred Pellow in 1969. Peter 
Young had for some years been 
collecting agricultural machinery 
and artefacts. Gradually he 
increased the size of the site by 
purchasing adjacent land but the 
major factors in expanding the 
operation were the arrival of the 
Greensplat beam engine in 1972 
and the accidental discovery 
of Wheal Roots in 1975. The 
underground experience created 
there has proved enduringly 
popular.

The Youngs sold Poldark Mine, as the site had now become known, in 2000. Following closure 
in September 2013 and then bankruptcy, the site re-opened in June 2014 under new ownership with a 
firm policy of Cultural Heritage Management supported by volunteers and small staff team.

As of 2015, items on display include the one-sixth size prototype of the unique traversing winding 
engine designed by Holman’s engineer Charles Morgan in 1898; the Ting Tang mine bell, which is 
the only known surviving Cornish mine bell, used for shaft signals, calls to work and changing of 
shifts; two Holman steam or air driven winching engines dating from 1905 and 1910; the Pendarves 
Estate Turret clock made in the mid 1700s by John Bennett of Helston; and a range of Holman Drills.

Also on display are a large Holman-made riveted wrought iron Cornish boiler from the nearby 
Medlyn Moor Mine, dating from the mid to late 1800s; a few historic narrow gauge explosives 
wagons; several antique Cornish beam engines; and other models including scale model working 
engines.

The largest Cornish beam engine was made in 1850 by Boulton & Watt as a salesman’s model. It 
is a six pillar single cylinder tank-bed engine complete with Watts parallel motion. One of the smaller 
engines is also a tank-bed engine of considerable age.

A wooden and metal model of Trevithick’s water pumping engine is well over 100 years old and is 
alongside some other elderly wooden models including a hand-cranked demonstration stamps engine 
that came from the Holman Museum having been used at one of the Schools of Mines.
The collection of surface mine models largely made by former miners or workers at Holman Brothers 
are now all in the new museum along with a section of an underground shaft and loading point.

Saturday May 11th morning

Three-head set of Californian 
stamps, operated by water.



10

Cornwall’s last steam railway locomotive in industrial commercial service had come to Poldark 
in 1986 from nearby Falmouth Docks along with some other machinery as a gift to the museum. 
Built in 1919 as No. 1530 by Peckett and Sons of Bristol for the CWS factory in Irlam beside the 
Manchester Ship Canal, the 26 ton saddle tank engine was moved to Falmouth Docks where it worked 
to the end of their steam operations. This locomotive was sold in 2013 to the Chasewater Railway in 
Staffordshire, but it was returned in October 2014.

Poldark is today the only complete tin mine in the UK open to the public for genuine underground 
tours of an 18th-century mine, and the only mine in Cornwall that pumps water to allow public access 
(at a rate of 30 to 40,000 gallons a day).

The Greensplat Beam Engine
This engine dates from around 1850. It bears no marks and it has not been possible to trace its maker. 
There has been speculation that it may have come from the Caradon area.  It worked at the Bunny 
Mine, St Austell, and in 1894 was moved to Greensplat china clay pit. The cost of the engine in 1894 
was £65.

It was originally a 30”rotative engine, driving a series of flat rods and pumps. Greensplat purchased 
the engine for its flywheel, needing a heavier one for another of their engines. Some two or three years 
after its arrival at Greensplat it was re-erected as a pumping engine with 9’stroke in the cylinder and 8’ 
in the shaft. Here it drove 240 feet of rods and pumped 500 gallons of clay slurry a minute. It started 
work in 1897, and following a ceremony, one reverend gentleman apparently needed to be carried 
home in a wheelbarrow.

The Cornish Engines Preservation Society Survey of 1943 noted as follows.

It is a small engine, with a steam case, double plug rod gear and one cataract. The parallel 
motion is concentric. The beam is narrow with loops outside the beam. The condenser was 
formerly buried in the ground and not immersed in a cistern, condensation being entirely 
dependent on the injection jet. As working at present, the valve gear is operated by a locally 
improvised arrangement under the floor level.

The driver of the engine for many years was Caleb Nichols. He spent a lifetime driving the engine 
and, it was said that, he could control its speed ‘to a nicety’ simply by adjusting the weight of the 
rocks in the balance box. Caleb was succeeded as driver by Arthur Hancock of Carclew who was to 
operate the engine until its retirement on 22nd February, 1959. She had only two regular drivers in 
over 60 years.

The engine was filmed by the Shell Film Unit in April 1947. The accompanying book by H. W. 

Saturday May 11th morning

Greensplat china clay pit, taken from 25-inch sheet L3, 1934, showing the engine house, shaft and 
ancillary buildings.
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Dickinson notes delightfully: “From the top 
floor is shown the beam working; the engine 
man with considerable address oiling the pin 
on the moving beam”. Outside the house the 
film shows a labourer throwing lumps of 
metal into the balance box to adjust it to the 
load.   

The last stroke of the Greensplat engine 
also marked the end of all working beam 
engines in Cornwall. Says Barton: “it was 
perhaps fitting that this final honour fell to 
a small anonymous engine, one of the great 
host whose makers’ names and mining 
careers are now quite unknown”.

The engine was moved to Wendron 
in 1972/3 at a cost of some £8,000. It had 
suffered during its period of idleness; the 
valve gear had been neatly removed with 
a welding torch. A group of 15 volunteers 
worked for 6 months on the task. Dismantling 
the engine and moving it to Wendron took 
seven weekends. The engine was erected 
and moving under compressed air by spring 
1973. The new pump rod was a teak pile 
from a London dock. The engine is now 
moved hydraulically. Some find its setting 
incongruous but the vital thing is the survival 
of this important industrial monument. 

The listed engine house at Greensplat 
was demolished in 2002 for an extension to 
the clay pit.The hydraulically-operated Greensplat engine with its 

replacement bob wall at Poldark Mine.

Members deciding to go underground at Poldark are 
advised to wear sturday footwear.
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Saturday May 12th afternoon

Falmouth Town
The name Falmouth is of English origin. It is claimed that an earlier Celtic name for the place was 
Peny-cwm-cuic (which translates to English as ‘head of the creek’) which is the same as the anglicised 
“Pennycomequick” district in Plymouth. Falmouth was where Henry VIII built Pendennis Castle to 
defend Carrick Roads in 1540. The main town of the district was then at Penryn. Sir John Killigrew 
created the town of Falmouth shortly after 1613.

In the late 16th century, under threat from the Spanish Armada, the defences at Pendennis were 
strengthened by the building of angled ramparts. During the Civil War, Pendennis Castle was the 
second to last fort to surrender to the Parliamentary Army. After the Civil War, Sir Peter Killigrew 
received royal patronage when he gave land for the building of the Church of King Charles the 
Martyr, dedicated to Charles I, “the Martyr”.

 The seal of Falmouth was blazoned as “An eagle displayed with two heads and on each wing with 
a tower” (based on the arms of Killigrew). The arms of the borough of Falmouth were “Arg[ent]. a 
double-headed eagle displayed Sa[ble]. each wing charged with a tower Or. in base issuant from the 
water barry wavy a rock also Sa. thereon surmounting the tail of the eagle a staff also proper flying 
therefrom a pennant Gu[les]”.

Being the nearest to the entrance of the English Channel, two Royal Navy squadrons were 
permanently stationed here. In the 1790s one was under the command of Sir Edward Pellew (later 
Viscount Exmouth) and the other under the command of Sir John Borlase Warren. Each squadron 
consisted of five frigates, with either 32 or 44 guns. Pellew’s flagship was HMS Indefatigable and 
Warren’s HMS Révolutionnaire. At the time of the French Revolutionary Wars, battle ships and small 
vessels were continually arriving with war prizes taken from the French ships and prisoners of war. 
Near Penryn, at Tregellick and Roscrow, were two large camps for the French prisoners.

The Falmouth Packet Service operated out of Falmouth for over 160 years between 1689 and 
1851. Its purpose was to carry mail to and from Britain’s growing empire. At the end of the 18th 
century there were thirty to forty small, full rigged, three-masted ships. The crews were handpicked 
and both officers and men often made large fortunes from the private contraband trade in which 

Penryn, Flushing and Falmouth Harbour from the Old Helston Road, date unknown.
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Saturday May 12th afternoon

they partook, while under the protection of being a Government ship, free from customs and excise 
searches and therefore payment of duty. Captain John Bullock worked in the Packet Service and built 
Penmere Manor in 1825.

In 1805 news of Britain’s victory and Admiral Nelson’s death at Trafalgar was landed here from 
the schooner Pickle and taken to London by stagecoach. On 2nd October 1836 HMS Beagle anchored 
at Falmouth at the end of her noted survey voyage around the world. That evening, Charles Darwin 
left the ship and took the Mail coach to his family home at The Mount, Shrewsbury. The ship stayed a 
few days and Captain Robert FitzRoy visited the Fox family at nearby Penjerrick Gardens. Darwin’s 
shipmate Sulivan later made his home in the nearby waterside village of Flushing, then home to many 
naval officers.

In 1839 Falmouth was the scene of a gold dust robbery when £47,600 worth of gold dust from 
Brazil was stolen on arrival at the port.

The Falmouth Docks were developed from 1858, and the Royal National Lifeboat Institution 
(RNLI) opened Falmouth Lifeboat Station nearby in 1867. The present building dates from 1993 and 
also houses Her Majesty’s Coastguard. The RNLI operates two lifeboats from Falmouth: Richard Cox 
Scott, a 17-metre (56 ft) Severn-class all-weather boat, and Eve Park, an Atlantic 75 inshore lifeboat.
Near the town centre is Kimberley Park. The land pre-dates 1877, and is named after the Earl of 
Kimberley who leased the park’s land to the borough of Falmouth. Today the park has exotic and 
ornate plants and trees.

The Cornwall Railway reached Falmouth on 24 August 1863. The railway brought new prosperity 
to Falmouth, as it made it easy for tourists to reach the town. It also allowed the swift transport 
of the goods recently disembarked from the ships in the port. The town now has three railway 
stations. Falmouth Docks railway station is the original terminus and is close to Pendennis Castle 
and Gyllyngvase beach. Falmouth Town railway station was opened on 7 December 1970 and is 
convenient for the National Maritime Museum Cornwall, the waterfront, and town centre. Penmere 
railway station opened on 1 July 1925 towards the north of Falmouth and within easy walking distance 
of the top of The Moor. All three stations are served by regular trains from Truro on the Maritime 
Line. Penmere Station was renovated in the late 1990s, using the original sign and materials.

The Moor, Wesleyan Chapel, Town Hall and Packet Memorial
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During World War II, 31 people were killed in Falmouth by German bombing. An anti-submarine 
net was laid from Pendennis to St Mawes, to prevent enemy U-boats entering the harbour.

Falmouth harbour
Falmouth is famous for its harbour. Together with Carrick Roads, it forms the third deepest natural 
harbour in the world, and the deepest in Western Europe. It has been the start or finish point of various 
round-the-world record-breaking voyages, such as those of Robin Knox-Johnston and Dame Ellen 
MacArthur.

Between 1943 and 1944 the United States Navy had a large base in Falmouth harbour as well 
as an army base in the town. Some of the US D-day landings originated from Falmouth harbour 
and the surrounding rivers and creeks. In March 1942 the force involved in Operation Chariot, the 
Commando and Navy raid on St Nazaire, left from Falmouth. It was the launching point for the noted 
commando raid on Saint Nazaire in 1942. There are commemoration plaques at Turnaware Point, 
Falmouth Watersports marina, Tolverne and Trebah gardens. 

The SS Flying Enterprise, a cargo vessel that had sailed from Hamburg on 21st December 1951, 
ran into a storm on the Western Approaches to the English Channel. A crack appeared on her deck and 
the cargo shifted. A number of vessels went to her aid including the tug Turmoil which was stationed 
in Falmouth, but they found it impossible to take the Flying Enterprise in tow. The ship was finally 
taken in tow on 5th January 1952 by the Turmoil when she was some 300 nautical miles (560 km) 
from Falmouth. It took several days to reach port. On 10 January the tow line parted when the ship 
was still 41 nautical miles (76 km) from Falmouth. Two other tugs joined the battle to save the ship 
and cargo, but the Flying Enterprise finally sank later that day. Captain Carlsen and the tug’s mate 
Kenneth Dancy, the only crew members still on board, were picked up by the Turmoil and taken to 
Falmouth to a hero’s welcome. 

Falmouth Packet Station
Falmouth was a packet station since about 
1688. During most of the 18th century and 
the early part of the 19th century, Britain 
was at war. The locale of Falmouth in 
Cornwall was favourable to the successful 
transmission of mail through the gauntlet of 
enemy naval ships and privateers. The value 
of the Falmouth Station grew as Napoleon 
implemented his Continental System, 
attempting to exclude British trade and 
communications with mainland Europe.

In 1810 men of the packet service 
at Falmouth mutinied over pay levels. 
Previously, the sailors had been authorised 
to trade on their own account. When this 
was banned as smuggling, they objected to 
the resulting loss of income.

In punishment for the refusal to man ships, the Post Office moved the Falmouth Packet Station 
to Plymouth. Much lobbying of the Postmaster General and HM Treasury by a delegation from 
Falmouth and by Cornwall’s forty-four members of parliament followed. After considering Fowey as 
an alternative station, the Post Office agreed to return the service to Falmouth in January 1811.

In 1843, Falmouth merchants persuaded H.M. Government not to move the Packet Station to 
Southampton, which was now served by a railway. The last packet arrived at Falmouth on 30th April 
1851, and the Cornwall Railway did not reach Falmouth until 1863.

The Packet Service memorial in Falmouth.
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Pendennis Castle 
Pendennis Castle is an artillery fort constructed by Henry VIII between 1540 and 1542. It formed 
part of the King’s Device programme to protect against invasion from France and the Holy Roman 
Empire, and defended the Carrick Roads waterway at the mouth of the River Fal. The original, circular 
keep and gun platform was expanded at the end of the century to cope with the increasing Spanish 
threat, with a ring of extensive stone ramparts and bastions built around the older castle. Pendennis 
saw service during the English Civil War, when it was held by the Royalists, and was only taken by 
Parliament after a long siege in 1646. It survived the interregnum and Charles II renovated the fortress 
after his restoration to the throne in 1660.

Ongoing concerns about a possible French invasion resulted in Pendennis’s defences being 
modernised and upgraded in the 1730s and again during the 1790s; during the Napoleonic Wars, the 
castle held up to 48 guns. In the 1880s and 1890s an electrically operated minefield was laid across 
the River Fal, operated from Pendennis and St Mawes, and new, quick-firing guns were installed to 
support these defences. The castle saw service during both the First and Second World Wars, but in 
1956, now obsolete, it was decommissioned. It passed into the control of the Ministry of Works, who 
cleared away many of the more modern military buildings and opened the site to visitors. The castle 
is now managed by English Heritage as a tourist attraction, receiving 74,230 visitors in 2011–12. 
Historic England considers Pendennis to be “one of the finest examples of a post-medieval defensive 
promontory fort in the country”.

Pendennis Castle engraved by G. Cooke, 1817.
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Kennall Vale Powder Works

33

11

The production of gunpowder in Cornwall probably dates back to the 18th century. Exactly when, 
and where, is not known but a factory at Cosawes was in existence prior to 1813. In that year the 
partnership between Henry Gill and Frank Nicholls was dissolved by mutual consent and the running 
of the factory was carried on by Gill. Shortly after the establishment of the Cosawes mills another 
gunpowder works was set up a short distance away in the valley running southwest from Ponsanooth, 
at Kennall Vale. The new works was originally a subsidiary of the Foxes Perran  Foundry 
Company, which had wide interests in all forms of mining and mining supplies. 
The application for the new works was submitted in 1811 by Benjamin Sampson, 
the agent for Foxes Perran. The quantities of gunpowder which could be 
manufactured, and the types of equipment used, were set out in the 
Gunpowder Act, from 1875 the Explosives Act.

Originally a deed of partnership was agreed to on 30th December 1812
between Benjamin Sampson, John Ferris Devonshire and Edward Allen 
(probably the manager of Cosawes) for a  21 year term, covering the 
Kennall Vale works. Devonshire and Allen retired before the termination 
of the lease, and Sampson became the sole proprietor. The original 
Kennall factory was built on land leased from the Bath brothers.

Gill only kept the Cosawes works for a few years, and then 
sold out to Sampson and Lanyon of Kennall. He apparently then 
went to the south of England; later a Mr Gill purchased the Battle 
gunpowder mills in Sussex.

The equipment at Kennall was advanced for its time; the mills 
were built of substantial stone, cut granite blocks, with a 
single glazed opening. Roofs were lightweight, so that in 
case of an explosion the blast would go upwards. The 
mill runners were operated by shafting running beneath 
the mill bed, worked by overshot waterwheels, fed 
from a stone-built leat on the west side of the 
valley. Having the shafting  beneath the mill 
bed reduced the likelihood of heavy bits of kit 
being thrown around should a charge 
explode whilst being incorporated. 
The mills were in pairs, either side 
of a waterwheel. Four mills were on 
the site by 1824 with another  
pair added in about 1835, 

Kennall Vale: Roches section and the paper mill
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          though in 1830 one of the mills was rebuilt after  
      being completely destroyed by an  explosion. In 1828  
      Richard Lanyon, of Kennall Vale and Acton  
       Castle (near Prussia Cove) acquired one tenth  
         of the business and became manager.  Lanyon had other 
        business interests connected with mining. Benjamin  
                   Sampson died in 1840  and sas succeeded by his nephew  
           Benjamin  Cloak, who  changed his name to Sampson. 
       The factory at Kennall was expanded several times, particularly  
      during 1843, and acquired a farm as well as a paper mill  
   (which became Polkinghorne’s corn mill) at the head of the  
        valley. These may have been acquired as a lot with the extra land needed for  
             the new section which was later called Roches Works. This new section was a  
       complete  gunpowder factory in itself, and was licensed as such, although apparently  
    just an addition to the old works. The danger area, where gunpowder was manufactured,  
 was separated from the non-danger area by a high stone wall. The latter area contained 
everything needed to keep the mills supplied: raw material sheds, coopers, smiths, millwrights and 
other shops, and the office and manager’s house. Transport of the gunpowder about the works was 
done in the working barrels loaded into a completely enclosed cart, pulled by horse. In the 1880s 
Kennall had two horses doing this work, Prince and Polly. 

A saltpeter refinery, built by the company in the 1850s, became Mrs Shilson’s property, and was 
rented from her by the company for £50 each Lady Day.

In December 1863 Richard Lanyon died and his eldest son William Henry Lanyon, who had been 
clerk, traveller and cashier to the company since 1841, took over his father’s interests. W. H. Lanyon’s 
activities on behalf of the company had ranged far and wide from the west of England to South 
and North Wales. In 1864 the second Benjamin Sampson (Cloak) died, leaving his entire freeholds 
mortgaged to his Steward and Solicitor, William Shilson of St. Austell. Later Shilson became possessor 
of nine-tenths of the gunpowder works, dying in March 1875. The sole proprietor, W. H. Lanyon had 
left Kennall in 1868. Shilson’s sons Charles and David Henry succeeded as proprietors, payments 
being made to them via the Kennall Gunpowder Company Journal under the entry “Trustees of the 
late W. Shilson”.

The Cosawes works seems to have stopped manufacture by the 1870s, being used as a magazine 
and general storage site for Kennall until the company sold out in 1898. When Shilson took over the 
company there was a thorough examination of the bad debts situation, many of the mines having 

Kennall Vale: the original powder mills
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fallen badly into arrears. The debts were rigorously followed up, and it seems that several mines were 
forced to close down by this action, as their financial situation was so shaky that they could not meet 
the powder makers’ demands. 

After about 1870 some of the old “Kennall” section buildings were used for preparing ingredients, 
making compressed cartridges and packing, the compressed cartridges needing some alteration to the 
processes in some huts, but the old mills continued in use to the close of the factory. By 1879 Kennall 
was supplying Dolcoath, Carn Brea, Tincroft and East Pool mines with compressed powder.

The mills and works were progressively expanded until about 1880, and it was around this date 
that the importance of the new high explosives was recognised. The 1880s were a transitional period 
for the mines, and one of fluctuations between boom and collapse. The high explosives were looked 
to as a means of saving costs, and propping up the companies against changing conditions. To make 
these additions, Kennall acquired more land from time to time, along with buildings, as freehold. 
Extensive leats were constructed to convey water to the various wheels, one of the leats being put 
along the south side of the valley, crossing the road at Ponsanooth to feed the waterwheel of Kennall’s 
charcoal mill. 

On 16 February 1883 there was an explosion in a mill working on sporting powder. The 
incorporation had been progressing for about 4½ hours, the charge having been “liquored” (damped) 
about 1½ hours before the explosion. No one was injured, but two of the adjoining mills (Nos. 25 
and 27) were slightly damaged. It was thought the driving gear gave a series of jerks which caused 
the runners to skid or drag and this ignited the charge. Even so, and with the experience that had been 
gained making common blasting powder, ordinary gunpowder showed its treacherousness that same 
year. On 26th October, mill no. 24 exploded when starting on a green charge, burning a millman about 
the face and hands as well as blowing out the mill windows.

The most important expansion made by the company was the Roches section, which was in fact 

Pair of incorporating mills towards the top of the site. Water was supplied by a masonry-built leat 
which can be seen to the left of the image.
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a complete new gunpowder works, with its four pairs of incorporating mills, larger than those of the 
old factory, along with new mixing, press, granulating, sieving, drying and glossing houses. In the 
Roches section the more up to date mechanical “granulating” process was adopted, using pairs of 
toothed roller drums acting as crushing rolls, driven by a small waterwheel, to break down the press 
slabs. The mills here were bigger than the older mills and the waterwheels for them were made by F. 
W. Dingey of Truro.

Kennall developed into a considerable undertaking. In its final state it had no less than seven pairs 
of incorporating mills, three at Kennall and four at Roches. The layout was three dimensional, to 
obtain the best use of water without having to extend too far up and down the ravine to gain sufficient 
heads for the wheels. In addition to the spacing out of the buildings and the safety mounds, tree 
growth was encouraged as this had been found to be particularly effective as a screen to stop flying 
debris from any accident, tending to confine the effects of an explosion to one building. The most 
prolific growth was of beech, sycamore, ash and oak.

But by January 1893 high explosives had made such inroads into gunpowder sales that the only 
customer for Kennall’s compressed cartridges was Wheal Owles. Kennall also made some powder for 
big guns, probably for Government contracts.

In its later days the company also became an agent itself for its offspring the National Explosives 
Company, charging National a 5% commission. Cosawes was used not only for storing Kennall 
material, but for National’s high explosives and accessories such as dynamite thawing pans, crimping 
pliers and detonators.

After the new Roches Works started production the old lower section then came to be known as the 
“Kennall” works. After the manufacture of gunpowder ceased in 1898 the refinery was abandoned, 
but was re-opened in the 1920s by Messrs. Bickford Smith, when new machinery was installed to 

Buildings associated with the quarry in the hillside to the south-east of the incorporating mills seen 
opposite. Granite from this quarry was for making monuments after World War 1.
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clean and mix a blend of rubbers, balatas, and guttas with wax and china clay fillers to form the 
special gutta percha for fuze manufacture. Some of the original crystallizing pans were retained for 
one of the washing processes that was required in the purification of the rubbers. 

The advent of high explosives, particularly the spread of dynamite after 1870, was taken most 
seriously by the company, which set about making plans to adapt itself to meet the competition. 
By the end of the 1880s it had become obvious that gunpowder could no longer be expected to be 
profitable to manufacture in Cornwall, and so the policy decision was made to sell off Kennall Vale 
and Cosawes to another gunpowder manufacturer before the inroads into the powder sales became 
such as to dissuade any buyer and lower the price too much that could be expected for the factory. For 
many years Cosawes had been used just as a store and magazine only, so that as Kennall’s interest 
in high explosives became established at Hayle, with the new National Explosives factory on Upton 
Towans, the rundown of the Ponsanooth factories started. 

At the time Curtis’s and Harvey, then the biggest explosives-making group in Britain, was still 
buying up every gunpowder firm it could, to gain a larger and larger share of the gunpowder trade. 
By 1898 National was well established, although on cordite manufacture more than the intended 
commercial blasting high explosives. The time was just right for a sale of the gunpowder works, 
and the Kennall company must have been relieved that Curtis’s and Harvey was prepared to buy. In 
December 1898 the Kennall Vale Gunpowder Company ceased to exist as such, having been bought 
for £25,826 17s 6d. 

A good deal of work seems to have gone on at Kennall in an attempt to restart gunpowder 
manufacture but this abruptly ceased by mid-1899 when, with no record of a warning, the factory was 
shut down. Despite the high unemployment this caused in the area, very few members of staff were 
prepared to move over to Hayle. One man who did was John Wimble Wilkinson, the manager, who 
became manager at National.
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