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FROM YOUR OWN CORRESPONDENTS 

AN UPDATE FROM CORNWALL ARCHAEOLOGICAL SOCIETY’S AREA 

REPRESENTATIVES 

DECEMBER 2017 

THIS MONTH’S STORIES: 

 U.F.O. UNEARTHED IN ST AUSTELL 

 RARE RELIGIOUS OBJECTS DISCOVERED NEAR LISKEARD 

 CONCERN IGNITED OVER FUSE WORKS 

 THREE CROSSES IDENTIFIED 

 TORR FARM MILEPOST DIRECTED TO NEW HOME 

 

U.F.O. UNEARTHED IN ST AUSTELL 

Well, that got your attention, didn’t it? In the interests of accuracy and fairness it must be 

said that the find was not something from outer space. But it is an object, unidentified, or at 

least not identified with certainty, even if it never flew. This Unidentified Fascinating Object 

was found by Dave Halton when he was demolishing an outbuilding at his property in Grants 

Walk in St Austell. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Photograph: Dave Halton 
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The bowl is carved from a hard grey stone. It is about 19 cm high; the base is 22 cm in 

diameter. The handle is about 10 cm in length. The spout is about 8.5 cm in length, with 

what appears to be a shallow groove. The interior of the bowl is 16.5 cm wide at the top and 

15 cm towards the base. The diameter at the top, excluding handle and spout, was not 

measured. The base is 22 cm in width. There is an indentation in the centre of the base. It 

was not possible to weigh the item but it is very heavy, lending support to the idea that 

there would have been need for a second handle. It was built into the wall of the building 

next to a chimney flue. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



3 
 

 

The obvious question is ‘What on earth is it?’ Val Jacob, who is not only Area Representative 

for St Austell but also helps to run the excellent town museum in the Market House, is still 

trying to find an explanation. Dave Halton, the finder, wondered if there was a connection 

with tin processing, a good theory given the proximity of one of St Austell’s blowing-houses. 

However, the time for speculation was over, so expert opinion was sought. 

The first person to contact in such cases is Anna Tyacke, who is the Portable Antiquities 

Scheme Finds Liaison Officer, based at the Royal Cornwall Museum in Truro. Her initial view, 

based on the photographs, was that it was a mortar of some sort, possibly for grinding grain. 

It certainly looks as if there may have originally been two handles, not surprising given the 

weight of the object. A search on the fascinating PAS database 

(https://finds.org.uk/database ) showed objects that bore some resemblance, but none 

from Cornwall. On her suggestion, the advice of others was sought, particularly industrial 

archaeologists. 

John Smith wondered if it had been used as a crucible but had not encountered anything 

like it before. It is generally forgotten that St Austell was a mining centre before china clay 

emerged as its main industry, so a crucible would make sense. Another archaeologist, Adam 

Sharpe, of Cornwall Archaeological Unit (https://www.cornwall.gov.uk/environment-and-

https://finds.org.uk/database
https://www.cornwall.gov.uk/environment-and-planning/cornwall-archaeological-unit/
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planning/cornwall-archaeological-unit/ ) consulted his colleagues.  Their view was that it 

almost certainly had two handles originally and was probably a mortar, dating to 

somewhere between the 15th and early 17th centuries. Explaining its purpose was trickier. 

The presence of a spout suggests that whatever was ground down in the bowl was poured 

out, presumably as a liquid. Various people might have used such an object, such as 

apothecaries, or someone making paints or dyes. Adam and his colleagues suggested that 

the material might be Purbeck Stone, which was quite often used for mortars. His search of 

the 1840 tithe map showed that the plot was occupied by John Parkyn and Thomas Avard. 

Different generations of the Avard family worked as carpenters and coopers. According to 

document CN/2532 (summarised in http://crocat.cornwall.gov.uk/DServe/searchpage.htm ) 

in Cornwall Record Office, and dated 1770, a cooper called Thomas Avard had an interest in 

a tin streamworks on Biscovey Moor; however, that proves nothing about the bowl, let 

alone why it was built into the wall. However, Adam produced one last clue. In Exeter 

Museum is a similar object dated to the 15th century: 

 

And that is as far as we have got, so if anyone could help, please get in touch. 

 

 

Photo copyright: Exeter Museum 

https://www.cornwall.gov.uk/environment-and-planning/cornwall-archaeological-unit/
http://crocat.cornwall.gov.uk/DServe/dserve.exe?dsqIni=Dserve.ini&dsqApp=Archive&dsqDb=Catalog&dsqCmd=NaviTree.tcl&dsqField=RefNo&dsqItem=CN/2532#HERE
http://crocat.cornwall.gov.uk/DServe/searchpage.htm


5 
 

RARE RELIGIOUS OBJECTS DISCOVERED NEAR LISKEARD 

If you look closely at the photograph below you should be able to make out two circles 

scratched on to a stone, both with a hole in the middle. Don’t be fooled into thinking that 

these are examples of insignificant graffiti. They are, in fact, something rare for Cornwall: 

medieval mass dials. 

 

Brian Oldham was informed about these objects, which are built into the wall of a games 

room at Treworgey Manor holiday cottage complex near Liskeard. According to the British 

Sundial Society website (http://sundialsoc.org.uk/dials_menu/mass-dials/ ), mass dials, or 

scratch dials, ‘are medieval (1100 – 1600) dials found on the south walls of churches. They 

were usually near the main door or the priest door at about four to five feet above the 

ground. Due to rebuilding, mass dials can end up almost anywhere on a church, even the 

north wall. They are frequently found inside a later added porch over the south door’. 

In an online article, Medieval Mass Dials De-coded, Peter J. Rumley explains: ‘Generally, 

mass dials were about the size of a side plate and consisted of a simple indicator – a short 

wooden peg or ‘gnomon’ projecting at right angles from a hole in the south wall of a church 

to cast the sun’s shadow – and a series of scratched or carved lines radiating from the 

Photograph: Brian Oldham 

http://sundialsoc.org.uk/dials_menu/mass-dials/


6 
 

centre point, which the shadow traversed’ 

(http://www.buildingconservation.com/articles/mass-dials/mass-dials.htm ). 

Throughout the 14th and 15th centuries these were still in use despite the gradual 

appearance of mechanical clocks. The later types tended to have a full, rather than a semi, 

circle. In the central hole there would have been a wooden peg, called a gnomon, to cast a 

shadow and indicate when the day’s main services were due.  

Brian has rotated the image of the larger dial to its original position. It also shows a carved 

sun and moon. Roman numerals can be seen too, making this a most interesting example. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Photograph: Brian Oldham 

Photograph: Brian Oldham 

http://www.buildingconservation.com/articles/mass-dials/mass-dials.htm
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Brian has completed a report, so this feature will be recorded on the Historic Environment 

Record. The owners intend to fit a sheet of Perspex over the stone for protection. It is not 

known where the dials were sited originally. 

 

CONCERN IGNITED OVER FUSE WORKS 

Brian Oldham has expressed great concern about the condition of what appears to be the 

only safety-fuse manufactory in East Cornwall. It is situated in Tremar Coombe, near 

Liskeard. 

The next two photographs, taken from the south, show that a wall, originally 60 feet in 

length, has been partially demolished, which is perfectly legal since the building is not 

protected. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Photograph: Brian Oldham 

Photograph: Brian Oldham 
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This is the view from the north: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Brian’s report indicates just how vulnerable the structure may be: ‘Neglect has allowed 
vegetation to invade the building causing partial collapse and rain entry. Further alteration 
or demolition is possible.’  
 

According to Diane Hodnett (Cornwall’s Fuse Works 1831-1961, 2016, Trevithick Society), it 

was the premises at one time of Joseph Opie, described in the 1861 census as a safety fuse 

maker living in Tremar Coombe. At the Cornwall Epiphany sessions in 1861 he applied to set 

up his manufactory and informed the court that he had been conducting this business for 7 

years without accident in Tremar Coombe and wanted a more convenient building. 

 

THREE CROSSES IDENTIFIED 

Cornwall has an enviable abundance of medieval crosses. In fact, there are over 400 

complete crosses, in addition to more than 200 fragments. So it might well be thought that 

there is nothing left to discover. Not so! Andrew Langdon (Dyffresyas Crowsow - Protector 

of Crosses) is the expert on the subject (as well as being a CAS Area Rep and Local History 

Recorder for the Federation of Old Cornwall Societies) and is still finding more. He has 

provided information about 3 finds made in 2017. 

 

Photograph: Brian Oldham 
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A landowner at Oldhay Farm discovered this cross-base while he was repairing a hedge 

besides a footpath leading from Altarnun churchtown towards Laneast parish. It’s a 

whopper (not a technical term), measuring 1.02m by 0.94m, with a mortice 0.18m by 

0.14m, and is carved from greenstone.  Andrew considers it to be in fair condition and 

hopes that the owner will set it up where it can be preserved. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The next find is a Late Medieval cross-shaft that seems to have been ‘hidden in plain sight’, 

which just goes to show it’s always worth have a close look at walls and hedges and not to 

assume they contain nothing untoward. In the photo, Phil Ellery, President of St Columb 

Major Old Cornwall Society, is examining the stone, which has been built into the wall of a 

property in Bank Street. It has been carved from Catacleuse stone. The property is Grade II 

Listed but the stone is not mentioned in the Listing. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Photograph: Andrew Langdon 

Photograph: Andrew Langdon 
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The final discovery was also made in St Columb Major, preceding building work in a property 

on Bridge Hill. It is carved from granite and the dimensions are: 0.63m by 0.65m and 0.37m 

high, with a socket 0.23m by 0.24m and a depth of 0.19m. Since its current location might 

make it vulnerable, it is hoped that permission will be given to move it to the parish 

churchyard or cemetery. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

These are intriguing discoveries. If you want to find out more, Andrew’s series of books on 

the county’s crosses is available from the Federation of Old Cornwall Societies’ richly-

stocked online bookstore: http://www.oldcornwall.net/shops/4578055786/_page/7 . 

Alternatively, there may still be places on Andrew’s highly praised WEA course on Cornish 

Crosses- Understanding the evidence 

(https://enrolonline.wea.org.uk/Online/CourseSearchResults.aspx ) beginning on 30th 

January 2018 in Truro. 

Photograph: Andrew Langdon 

Photograph: Andrew Langdon 

http://www.oldcornwall.net/shops/4578055786/_page/7
https://enrolonline.wea.org.uk/Online/CourseSearchResults.aspx
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TORR FARM MILEPOST DIRECTED TO NEW HOME 

Christmas often conjures up images from the writings of Charles Dickens, not only the 

characters like Scrooge and Tiny Tim, but also a world of coaching inns and turnpike roads, 

with shivering travellers huddled inside swaying, bumpy coaches, as they passed through 

bitter, snowy landscapes, desperately looking for mileposts and milestones which signalled 

that the destination - and warmth- would soon arrive. Mileposts like this one discovered by 

Rosy Hanns at Torr Farm, near Menheniot (see From Your Own Correspondents, November 

2017): 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

You may remember that Rosy reported her find to Ian Thompson, of the Milestone Society, 

who offered to negotiate with Highways England about relocating it to a safe verge adjacent 

to the A38. Recently, he wrote to Rosy to report on the outcome of his approach to the 

authority – and it was good news. Ian explained that: ‘Highways England is willing to move 

the milepost back beside the A38, as near as possible to its original location. They want to 

put it at the back of the verge where it will be safe from a possible vehicle strike and out of 

the way of the grass mowing tractor (which works at night)’. Not only that, Mr Delbridge, 

the farmer, who rescued and protected the milepost originally, is happy to lift it and load it 

onto the Highways England vehicle. This will be done next spring and will mean that 21st 

century coach passengers will maybe experience something ever so slightly similar to their 

19th century predecessors as they approach Liskeard! (Given the success of these 

negotiations it does raise the possibility of sending Mr Thompson to conduct the Brexit 

negotiations but, on the other hand, if that means a swap – no forget the idea!) 

Ian Thompson is still eager to find the other discarded/buried mileposts between Liskeard 

and Trerulefoot, so, once again, if you have any information, please get in touch with CAS. 
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Area Representatives would like to send their fellow CAS members, and all those who 

cherish Cornwall’s heritage, their wishes for a Happy 2018. They would love to hear from 

fellow CAS members, and the general public, about any feature of the historic environment 

in their parishes, whether a new discovery, something causing concern, or even just to 

answer queries. If you have any concerns, or new information, about any archaeological 

feature, please contact the Area Representative for the parish. If you do not know who that 

is, just look at the inside back cover of the latest journal, Cornish Archaeology 54, or contact 

our secretary at: secretary@cornisharchaeology.org.uk . Finally, opinions in these articles 

are personal and must not be assumed to be those of Cornwall Archaeological Society. 

           Roger Smith, 28th December 2017 

 

mailto:secretary@cornisharchaeology.org.uk

