
E ditorial. Improving History. 

“The knowledge of our history is never static”.  

 

I find this rather thought provoking and partly to mean that any-

thing written about our history is just a snapshot, our best under-

standing at that time. It isn’t necessarily fixed and can be im-

proved or completely altered as and when new information comes 

to light at a later date. 

 

Good historians should, of course, always thoroughly do their re-

search but should also report their work with the full acceptance 

that at some point in the future their information may be im-

proved or even completely disproved. It is a foolish historian that 

thinks that their version of history cannot be challenged. 

 

One source of information we have about our past is that of the 

common belief. This brings to mind another phrase : 

 

“Never let the truth get in the way of a good story”. 

 

We all have experience of how, over time, stories can be embel-

lished and often  end up so altered that they become completely 

untrue, yet can still be sworn to have happened by some, even 

despite compelling evidence to the contrary. 

 

In this quarters Digest we have two articles that demonstrate these themes. The first explores some 

myths of Charlestown that many still believe to be the truth and another that proves when new in-

formation comes along, the knowledge of our history can always be improved.  

 

A great Charlestown character - Capt. Deacon also features and with lots of news from the CHG to 

bring you up to date about, I hope you find plenty of interest and enjoy, this issue of Digest.  
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St Paul’s Church getting its spire 

“by helicopter”  (1) 
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M yths of the village.                                                        by Peter Hancock                                                     

 

A number of oft-repeated myths have grown up concerning our village: 
 
St. Paul's Church spire was lowered into place using a helicopter – There are people alive today who still say this happened. The 
fibreglass spire was in fact erected in 1971 using a crane. This is confirmed by contemporary photographs. A further tweak to the 
story states that it was only the top cross that was installed by helicopter and this is also untrue. That said, we do have a theory on 
why the persistent helicopter myth came about and we’ll share these with you in the next issue of Digest. 
 
An unchanged Georgian port — How many times have we heard that? In fact, the village has been subject to almost constant change 
since its inception, and certainly to a greater extent in recent years. The Methodist chapel was completed in 1827, the Rashleigh 
Arms and St Paul's Church in c. 1851, and the dock itself significantly extended by 1873. 
 
Even the road system has been modified, the entrance to the village via 
Charlestown Road greatly changed by the creation of the roundabout, and 
descending to the harbour, the undulations levelled out. Church Road (Lane) 
originally terminated at the rope walk: the spur to Holmbush that once exist-
ed opposite the Church Hall was cut off by the construction of the railway in 
1859, so the road was extended to Galloping Lane that originally ran up the 
hill between Holmbush and Crinnis, while at the same time Holmbush Arch 
Road was created to cross the railway line. The impact of the railway on the 
village will be the subject of a future article in Digest. 
 
The harbour was built for the export of china clay – A falsehood; the har-
bour was constructed on the behest of Charles Rashleigh, initially for the 
export of ore from the burgeoning local mines. The Crinnis mines in particu-
lar were proving to be very productive, and there was even a dedicated 
pathway, still running down the hill behind Polmear Farm, that was used by 
mule trains to carry the ore to the harbour. At the same time much needed 
commodities such as timber, coal, limestone, etc. could be brought in. How-
ever, as the local mines declined and the clay industry became more im-
portant, the port was soon shipping increasing quantities of 'white gold'. 
 
 
Brick Hill gets it’s name as it was paved in bricks. Whilst parts of it may 
have indeed been paved with bricks this isn’t how it gets its name. The name 
derives from a brickworks that once existed on or near the road. This is sub-
ject of an ongoing investigation by the Charlestown History Group (see Di-
gest No.1 for more details.) Brick Hill (Duporth Road) was originally part of 
Duporth Manor, then Charlestown Estate Ltd., and was just an unmade track 
until adopted by the council in 1913 when it was widened and surfaced with 
Tarmac. 

 
 
There are caves in the cliffs behind the beaches. For example, an article in the St Austell Gazette & Mid Cornwall Advertiser of 21st 
November 1897 reported that a boy 'went into a small cave in the cliff...' when there was a rock fall that killed his friend who had 
remained at its mouth. They are in fact mine adits, the man-made tunnel at the eastern beach to drain the mines at Crinnis and prob-
ably runs inland as far as Bethel Chapel, the one at the western beach serving West Polmear Mine. 
 
“We live in Charlestown...” But where is the boundary to the village? Is it the 'Charlestown' sign marking the entrance, yet that is 
further down Charlestown Road than Mill Lane, surely part of the village? And to the west, does it include Duporth; after all it was 
Charles Rashleigh's home? The southern side of Holmbush was part of Charlestown Estate, while the old parish boundary extended 
as far north as Gwallon Road. And on the eastern side, is Charlestown School and Charlestown Coastguard Station in Charlestown or 
Crinnis? 
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Continued on page 3... 

Crane lifting on the spire with cross in 1971. (2) 



 
 

“Charlestown; oh, it's not what it used to be...”  
A contentious one! Within living memory it has lost a function-
ing village school and chapel, as well as a general stores, post 
office, garage, pottery, smoked fish firm and dive school. How-
ever, reflecting changing times, the village has gained a number 
of cafes and restaurants. Many of the open spaces, such as 
Cooper's Yard and the coal yard, besides the Foundry and clay 
dry, have been used for dwellings, and the housing stock has 
increased dramatically. China clay is no longer shipped out of 
the harbour, nor coal brought in. However, possibly of greatest 
importance, the harbour continues to function, and the tradi-
tion of boat repairs continues within its walls. It would be a 
disaster if it ceased to operate and became like Pentewan. De-
spite all the changes, a strong sense of community still exists, 
while the village remains a magnet for tourists for much of the 
year. 
 
Unless you know otherwise… ? 
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C aptain Charles Henry Deacon & The Waterwitch.                by Sue Facey   

 

Charles Henry Deacon was born in 1863 in Beesands, Stokenham.  Although his 
father was a fisherman, the young Charles was expected to find work on a local 
farm, however, having given it some thought, he decided it sounded like very 
hard work and decided to go to sea instead 
 

He was Master of the Waterwitch for the last 16 years of his working life and 
famously used to talk to his ship in bad weather - patting the rail and saying "Up 
to it old dear…up to it" 
 
Captain Deacon was a staunch Methodist but certainly not narrow in his out-
look, being loved and respected by all who served under him. He always wore 
gold earrings, probably to pay for a Christian burial should he die in a foreign 
land. His great friend was Arthur Bradbury, the marine artist from Poole who 
served as a cadet in the Mercantile Marine and sailed with Deacon in the Water-
witch. 
 
Prior to the Waterwitch, he captained the Ocean Swell and at the outbreak of 
the first world war he and the crew escaped from Hamburg  but in 1917 a Ger-
man U boat captain spotted them and came up alongside, ordering them to 
abandon their ship.  Captain Deacon had left his pocket watch on board and 
asked if he could go back for it.  When the German asked why it was so im-
portant, Charlie explained that his baby son had cut his teeth on it, leaving a 
small dent in the case.   
 
Back in the rowing boat they watched in horror as the Ocean Swell was sunk by 
gunfire from the sub's deck canon.  Captain Deacon was badly affected by the 
loss and after being eventually rescued by a Grimbsy trawler took some time 
off. 

 
In due course he went back to sea in the Bessie Stephens and whilst in a convoy off Padstow was pulled up once more by a German 
sub - U86, unbelievably  commanded by the very same German Captain.  He called across "Have you got your pocket watch this time 
Captain Deacon"? The Bessie Stephens was tragically also sunk by German gunfire. 

Peter Hancock is a local Author and Historian. His 

latest book : 

 
Engaging Miss Laura – The Life and Times of a Young Lady in 

Mid-Victorian Britain (Lambert Academic Publishers). In a letter 

to the editor of the Western Morning News, published in the 

inaugural edition of 3 January 1860, she asked if an Engage-

ments column might be included besides the traditional Births, 

Marriages and Deaths. The charming and persuasive corre-

spondence touched on a number of contemporary issues, and 

these are explored in greater depth in the book. By interweav-

ing different historical elements - personal, local, national and 

international – the significance of the period 1859/60 will be 

appreciated. The letter was simply signed LAURA. But just who 

was Laura? The search for her reveals a lost social world, a 

physical world that would largely be destroyed by the Plymouth 

Blitz, and sheds light on the life of the Engaging Miss Laura. 

Continued on page 4... 

Captain Deacon in later life (3) 
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Although he has always been closely inked to the Waterwitch, the Ocean Swell was 
closest to Deacon’s heart. On the back of one of our family photos of the Waterwitch 
his daughter has written "Not a patch on the Swell is she Da" 

 
Captain Deacon never fully recovered from the loss of the Swell, nowadays there 

would be a name for the grief he was 
suffering and probably people to help 
him recover but as far as I know my 
mother- in-law, his granddaughter, nev-
er spoke of that time and I wouldn’t 
mind betting that he never spoke of it 
either, probably trusting his religion and 
time on land with his family to bring 
about his recovery.   
 
A strange and interesting addendum to 
this story is that Captain Deacon "saw" 
the sinking of the Bessie Stephens in a 
dream and even identified the exact 
location.  She was eventually sunk just 
20 miles from that location..... 
 
To get back to the Waterwitch, there is 
an account in the book “A Portrait of a 
Cornish Merchant Fleet 1867 – 1939 
which evokes a feeling of quite emotion-
al pride: 
This was an event that took place off the 
mouth of the Tyne: 

 
“When the south easterly gale was at its fiercest and the lifeboat inside the piers skil-
fully manoeuvred alongside the steamer Eiland, which had dragged her anchor and 
struck the Black Middens,  lo and behold!  Along came the small three masted Water-
witch of Fowey, under double topsails, storm jib and trysail. She raced past the Sheaf 
Arrow, outside, between the piers and up past the lifeboat alongside the Eiland inside, 
without assistance of any kind and as far as I could see, without shipping a drop of 
water!  Surely a splendid performance for a small vessel, only 167 tons register, and 
built in 1871” (5) 
 

 
 
  
 
 

 

 

   

See the watch… ? 
 

The Community History Archive and 

Library has received a boost with the 

addition of a display case which will 

allow the CHG to put on small exhibi-

tions bringing to life the fascinating 

objects and stories of Charlestown’s 

History.  

 

Our first display, from early April 

2022, will focus on Captain Deacon 

and The Waterwitch with a range of 

artifacts, photos and documents in-

cluding the teething pocket watch 

and his wartime identity card.   

 

The display can be viewed when the 

Community Archive and Library are 

open. Every Tuesday morning be-

tween 10 and 12.    

The Waterwitch under sail with a re-

turn cargo bound for Charlestown (4) 

B ombs on Charlestown                                                   

by Andy Trudgian                  

On the 5th July 1940, World War II came to Charlestown when a German He

-111 bomber, attracted by a column of nearby marching soldiers, dropped 

bombs into fields fronting the Grove to the west of Charlestown Road and 

north of the top leat reservoir.  

 

Thankfully they dropped without causing serious injury although the blast 

did damage to The Grove itself and the school house. 

 

The event was of particular note because this is the first official recording of 

bombs being dropped on Cornwall since the war began 10 months earlier.  

The Grove shortly after the bombing with        

damaged front windows and roof (6) 

from page 3... 

Continued on page 5... 



 

 

It was widely thought that these bombs were the only ones to drop on Charlestown dur-

ing WWII, but as a good example of how our history can be improved, new information 

has recently come to light which shows this not to be the case. 

 

The Charlestown archive was recently visited by Jeremy Jackson who was researching 

material for his book on the history of Charlestown Foundry. In a collection of documents 

was found a War Damage Commission certificate showing that bombs were also dropped 

on the foundry in November 1941. 

 

There appears to have been little damage or indeed impact, for when Jeremy wrote 

about this event in his book, there were people who, despite being employed at the 

foundry during the war, still didn’t believe it happened. Jeremy recently revisited the ar-

chive to take a copy of the document as proof.   

 

Of course, recollections of past events can change and can over time can become the 

truth. This is perhaps a reminder that our history can always been improved and to ac-

cept that at some point, when it comes to recording history, we may all be proved wrong.  
 

 

 charlestownhistorygroup.com 6.5 

from page 4... 

N ews from the Charlestown History Group     

It has been a busy start to the year for the Charlestown History Group.  

 

Of particular note is the approval of our planning application for improvements 

at the Gun Battery. During 2021 the CHG started clearing the vegetation on the 

site so that further damage to the historic structures could be minimised. We are 

now progressing on the next phase to improve access, public amenity and histori-

cal interpretation and to reinstate a flagpole and replica cannon at this important 

historical asset. 

 

It is hoped that in 2023, the new flagpole will form part of planned events to 

mark the bicentennial of the death of Charles Rashleigh. Rashleigh died in March 

1823 under the cloud of his business affairs and had a minimal funeral. It is the 

belief of the CHG that this 200 year anniversary offers us an opportunity to pay  

our respects and give thanks to Charlestown’s founder. With this in mind, we are 

working on a programme of events to mark the occasion and will release more 

information about them, including how you can get involved, later this year.     

 

In early March the group held it’s first “proper” event since the lifting of Covid restrictions with a St Piran’s Pasty Supper. Over 60 people 

attended and all thoroughly enjoyed a full evening of videos, talks and Cornishness all topped up with a Trelawny shout.  

 

Our events are crucial in helping us raise funds for our work and do please look to get involved and support us where you can. More infor-

mation on how to get involved as well as the events we have coming up, can be found on page 6.  

The earliest known image of the village from the 

Duporth Cup showing a flag flying at the Gun 

Battery. (8) 

You can find more information about the work of The Charlestown History Group on our website  
and you can contact us by email.  

curator@charlestownhistorygroup.com 

The bomb damage certificate   

from November 1941 (7) 

mailto:curator@charlestownhistorygroup.com
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The Charlestown History Group’s mission is to protect 

and promote the unique and varied history and heritage 

of Charlestown for the benefit of current and future 

generations.  
 

We can do even more with your help, please do get involved, 

here’s how : 

• Join us by becoming a member of the group. 

• Volunteer your time to help us. Maybe helping us in the 
Archive or on a outside work day. All help is welcome. 

• Follow us on social media and keep on top of what is going 
on and what is planned.  

• Contribute relevant historical material to the community 
archive and library, where it will be protected for the ben-
efit of current and future generations. 

• Undertake historical research and add it to the history of 
Charlestown. 

• Submit a relevant historical article for publication in a fu-
ture issue of Digest. 

• Join us at one of our events. 

• Make a donation to help us fund our work. 
www.justgiving.com/crowdfunding/charlestown-history-
group 

Community Archive Update 

The Charlestown Community History Archive and Library, is 
open between 10am and noon every Tuesday. 

References 

(1) Painting by Alan Arthurs with permission from C.Bristow.    
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All the goodies you can manage at our  

History High Tea on 24th June. 

 Digest is available quarterly to our members in January, April, July 

and October. It is made available to the public, free of charge, a 

month later. Download past and current issues of Digest from: 

charlestownhistorygroup.com/digest/ 

Facebook Instagram 

Follow us :   Help us :   

Membership Donate 

History High Tea  
Friday 24th June 2022. 4pm.  

Join us at The Galley, Charlestown for afternoon tea and an in-

formal chat about village history 

£5 per person. Tickets available from The Galley or online. 

F  orthcoming Events Programme                                                          

Spring Walk 

The Charlestown Leat 
Sunday 24th April 2022. 10.30am. 

Join us for a leisurely 3 - 4 mile circular walk following the 

Charlestown Leat through Bethel, Boscoppa and Sandy.   

Meeting at the layby area (parking available) outside Bishop 

Bronscombe School. Please bring a packed lunch and wear suita-

ble clothing and footwear for the weather.  

Route may be a little muddy in a few isolated places but otherwise 

easy going underfoot. 

£3 per person. Free for CHG Members. Payable on the day. 

G et involved 

https://www.justgiving.com/crowdfunding/charlestown-history-group
https://www.justgiving.com/crowdfunding/charlestown-history-group
https://www.facebook.com/charlestownhistory/
https://www.instagram.com/charlestownhistorygroup/
https://www.charlestownhistorygroup.com/membership
https://www.justgiving.com/crowdfunding/charlestown-history-group

