
 

 
 
 
 
 

Helston 
Conservation Area 
Appraisal & 
Management Strategy 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

March 2010 



 



Helston Conservation Area  
Appraisal & Management Strategy  
Breusyans Ranndir Konservyans  
Hellys ha Framweyth Dyghtya
March 2010

Alan Baxter

This Conservation Area Appraisal and Management plan was commissioned by Kerrier District Council.  It was 
endorsed by Cornwall Council as a material consideration within the emerging Cornwall Council Local Development 
Framework by Cabinet on 24 April 2010. The recommended changes to the boundaries of Helston Conservation Area 
were authorised by Cornwall Council and came into effect on 24 April 2010.



Prepared by Alistair Fair, Lucy Markham, Robert Thorne and Pete Widdrington
Reviewed by Susan Lawson
Issued March 2009 (Drafts issued September 2008 and January 2009)
Revised March 2010 Cornwall Council

T:\1530\1530-030\DTP Data\Indesign Docs\Helston Conservation Area Appraisal & Management Strategy 2009-01.indd

This report is the copyright of Alan Baxter & Associates and is for the sole use of the 
person/organisation to whom it is addressed. It may not be used or referred to in 
whole or in part by anyone else without the express agreement of Alan Baxter & 
Associates. Alan Baxter & Associates do not accept liability for any loss or damage 
arising from any unauthorised use of this report. 

Alan Baxter & Associates LLP is a Limited Liability Partnership registered in England, 
number OC328839. Registered office 75 Cowcross Street, London, EC1M 6EL. 
© Alan Baxter & Associates 2009

Alan Baxter



Contents
Summary of Special Character ................................................................. 4

1.0  Introduction ........................................................................................... 5

2.0  The Planning and Regeneration Context .................................. 6

 National planning policies .......................................................................................6

 Local planning policy: Existing ...............................................................................6

 Local planning policy: Future .................................................................................6

 Regeneration context ................................................................................................6

Part One – Appraisal  .................................................................................... 7

3.0 Situation and Historic Development ........................................... 9

 Geology and topography .........................................................................................9

 Helston’s nodal position: historic movement and transport .....................14

 Tin mining and Helston’s status as a stannery and coinage town ..........15

 Helston as a local centre ...........................................................................................15

4.0 Characterisation ................................................................................... 18

 Settlement form and movement ..........................................................................18

 Building types and ages ............................................................................................20

 Materials and architectural details ........................................................................21

 Listed buildings ............................................................................................................23

 Buildings of local interest .........................................................................................24

 Public realm ...................................................................................................................25

 Landscape: open spaces and planting ................................................................26

 Landmarks and views.................................................................................................27

 Character areas .............................................................................................................30

5.0 Issues and Opportunities .................................................................. 33

 Boundary of the Conservation Area .....................................................................33

 Buildings at risk .............................................................................................................33

 Negative buildings ......................................................................................................33

 Gap and opportunity sites .......................................................................................34

 Public realm ...................................................................................................................35

 Sustainability .................................................................................................................36

 Traffic ................................................................................................................................36

Part Two – Management Strategy ......................................................... 37

6.0 Introduction ........................................................................................... 39

7.0 Strengths and Weaknesses, Opportunities and Threats ..... 40

 Strengths and Weaknesses ......................................................................................40

 Opportunities and threats ........................................................................................41

8.0 Management and Enhancement Principles ............................. 42

 Public realm ...................................................................................................................42

 Planting and green space .........................................................................................46

 Views .................................................................................................................................47

 Traffic and movement ...............................................................................................47

 Uses ...................................................................................................................................48

 Building maintenance................................................................................................50

 Historic architectural detailing ...............................................................................50

 Sustainability and heritage ......................................................................................51

 Archaeology ...................................................................................................................53

 Public appreciation and tourism ...........................................................................54

 Specific guidance .........................................................................................................54

 Key development sites ..............................................................................................55

9.0 Protection and Enforcement........................................................... 59

 Existing statutory designations ..............................................................................59

 Article 4 directions .......................................................................................................59

 Buildings at risk .............................................................................................................61

 Repair notices/urgent works/Section 215 notices .........................................61

 Landmark buildings and views ..............................................................................61

 Reviewing development in the Conservation Area ......................................61

 Summary .........................................................................................................................61

10.0 Implementation ................................................................................... 62

 Actions arising from this Management Strategy ............................................62

11.0 Bibliography........................................................................................... 65

Appendix: Statement of community involvement ......................... 66

3Helston Conservation Area Appraisal & Management Strategy / March 2009 Alan Baxter



The special character of the Helston Conservation Area can be 
summarised as follows:

•	 Extensive	(even	exceptional)	survival	of	good-quality	eighteenth-	
and nineteenth-century buildings which make a positive 
contribution to the character and appearance of the Conservation 
Area. A large number within the central core are listed.

•	 Attractive	historic	public	realm.

•	 Pleasant	topographical	situation,	with	views	through	the	town	that	
focus on its significant landmarks, and beyond to the countryside. 

•	 Network	of	pedestrian	‘opeways’	linking	the	various	parts	of	the	
town centre.

•	 A	tight	urban	grain	in	the	historic	core,	with	buildings	of	2–3	
storeys that are predominantly built to the street line. The palette 
of materials is coherent and comprises granite, killas and slate. 
Buildings are relatively plain though with some broadly classical 
detailing, especially in the case of high-status buildings. Many 
historic shopfronts.

•	 Away	from	the	historic	core,	there	are	‘historic’	suburban	areas	
which are less densely built up and which in places have a 
somewhat informal, even rural character.

Summary of Special Character
Derivas berr a nas Arbenek
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Coinagehall Street, viewed through the 
Grylls Monument
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Helston is one of the most handsome towns in Cornwall, distinguished 
by its landscape and topography, and by its architecture. It can trace 
its origins to the early medieval and pre-medieval periods, but much 
of its character derives from the prosperity which it experienced in 
the eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries, when it was a major 
centre for the local tin-mining industry. Its rich heritage, expressed in 
the variety of its historic streets and buildings, makes it an extremely 
attractive place to live, work and visit. 

The Helston Conservation Area was designated in 1969 and since 
then has been extended twice (in 1985 and 2005). The aim of a 
conservation area is to preserve and enhance the features which 
contribute to an area’s special architectural and historic interest. 
Such features of course include historic buildings, but also other 
aspects of the townscape including paving, trees and planting, walls 
and boundaries and open spaces. The aim is to protect the historic 
environment as a whole, not just individual buildings. The designation 
of a conservation area brings into force planning controls to help 
manage the impact of change on the historic environment.

This Conservation Area Appraisal and Management Strategy was 
commissioned by Kerrier District Council in May 2008. The Appraisal 
describes what is the special interest which has justified the 
designation of the Helston Conservation Area. It then looks at how 
that special interest can be preserved and enhanced, and also what 
threats it faces. 

The Management Strategy which forms the second part of this 
document is essentially a plan of action, based on the findings in 
the Appraisal. It includes general recommendations for the use 
of planning controls across the area as a whole, as well as specific 
recommendations for particular streets and locations. There are also 
proposals for public realm improvements to enhance the area and 
people’s enjoyment of it.

During the preparation of this document a number of people have 
been generous with their help and advice, in particular, members of 
the Kerrier District Council Conservation Team. Much of the research 
for this project has drawn upon work previously undertaken by the 
Cornwall and Scilly Urban Survey in 2002, which should be referred to 
for further detail on the history and character of Helston.

This document has been produced in conjunction with the local 
community and seeks to reinforce local pride in Helston and a sense 
of local identity. In this respect, it is not simply a planning document 
for use by the Local Authority, but should be of interest to all who 
live and work in Helston, and those who visit. A public consultation 
meeting about this study was held in the town on 18 September 2008, 
including representatives of local organisations. A careful record was 
kept of the points raised at that meeting, all of which have been taken 
into account in producing the final version of this document.
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National planning policies
The power to designate Conservation Areas originates in the 1967 
Civic Amenities Act; the Planning (Listed Buildings and Conservation 
Areas) Act 1990 updated and consolidated previous legislation. 

A full statement of policies for the identification and protection of 
the historic built environment is set out in Planning Policy Guidance 
15	(PPG15,	1994).	Conservation	areas	are	defined	as	‘areas	of	special	
or architectural interest, the character or appearance of which it is 
desirable to preserve or enhance’ (para 4.1). PPG15 and PPG16 are due 
to be replaced with a single document PPS5 in the near future.

A direction under Article 4 of the Town and Country Planning (General 
Permitted	Development)	Order	1995	may	be	required	to	preserve	the	
character or appearance of the conservation area, or part of it.

Local planning policy
Local planning policy is shaped by the Cornwall Structure Plan and 
Regional Spatial Strategy, elaborated by the Kerrier District Local 
Plan. The Revised Deposit Draft Local Plan was prepared in 2002 with 
Pre-Inquiry	changes	in	2004.	It	was	not	formally	adopted,	but	it	is	
currently used for reference in decision making. A new Cornwall Local 
Development Framework (LDF) is being produced which will replace 
the Structure Plan and Local Plans. The Conservation Area Appraisal 
and Management Strategy will be of use informing the LDF.

Chapter Four of the Kerrier District Local Plan comprises a 
comprehensive set of policies covering the built environment, 
including discussion of archaeology, conservation areas, and listed 
buildings.

Helston was designated as a historic settlement in the Cornwall 
Structure Plan, and the Kerrier Local Plan sets out a policies 
appropriate to this status in Policies B.EN6 and HS550. Policy B.EN6 
notes the need for new development to respect the form and layout 

2.0 Planning and Regeneration Context
2.0 Kettesten Dowrlennans

of the historic street, block and building patterns, and seeks to protect 
possible archaeological remains by imposing conditions where such 
remains are thought to exist.

Policies B.EN9 and B.EN10 seek to protect listed buildings such that 
their special interest is not compromised by inappropriate work to 
the building or its setting. Policies B.EN11 and B.EN12 adopt a similar 
approach for Conservation Areas: development in such places will 
be permitted where: it respects the scale, height, massing, alignment 
and design character of the area; where it preserves existing heritage 
or architectural features; where it incorporates local building styles 
or materials; and where it preserves and enhances the character 
and appearance of the Conservation Area (other than in exceptional 
cases). The setting of the Conservation Area is also recognised as 
being important. 

Helston was cited in the Kerrier District Local Plan as a focus for 
continued housing development, with some 830 houses envisaged in 
the period 2000–2011, and for limited industrial workspace expansion. 

The landscape around Helston is noted as making an important 
contribution to views of and from the town. The Local Plan proposes 
that much of this landscape be designated an Open Area of Local 
Significance. Policy ENV5 states that development on within or on the 
edge of towns and villages will not be permitted where this would be 
significantly harmful to either an open area which makes an important 
contribution	to	the	visual	appearance	or	quality	of	the	landscape	
setting of a particular settlement, or a locally-distinctive land form, or 
a clearly-definable settlement boundary. The Local Plan furthermore 
states in policy ENV6 that development within Open Areas of Local 
Significance will not be allowed where the setting of a town or village 
forms a green open foreground or background setting essential to 
the local character of the town or village; where it is essential to public 
views; or where green space penetrates the built-up area.

Regeneration context
The town is identified as one of Cornwall’s main settlements in 
the European Union Objective 1 Single Programming Document, 
acknowledging that, while economic activity is significantly above 
than the Cornwall average, unemployment is also high. A number of 
initiatives are intended to assist in regeneration the town:

•	 local	authority	commitment	to	regeneration	on	the	basis	of	
economic growth;

•	 identification	of	specific	measures	and	objectives	potentially	eligible	
for Objective 1 support in the South Kerrier Integrated Action Plan, 
2000, with a focus on local distinctiveness, character, and heritage-
based regeneration;

•	 Countryside	Agency/SWERDA	Market	and	Coastal	Towns	Initiative;

•	 Townscape	Heritage	Initiative	(THI)	grants,	2003-2008.

These various initiatives have yielded results. The public realm 
around the Guildhall, in Wheelbarrow Lane, and in Cobbled Ope have 
been sympathetically upgraded. The former hospital/workhouse in 
Meneage Street has been converted into flats. Various properties have 
been restored as a result of the THI funding.
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3.0 Situation and Historic Development
3.0 Displegyans istorek a Hellys
The name Helston is first recorded in the Domesday Book of 1086 
as	‘henlistone’,	combining	the	Cornish	‘hen’	and	‘lys’	(‘disused	
administrative centre’) with the Old English suffix tun (town). 

The history of Helston has been discussed at length in academic 
publications (such as H. Spencer Toy’s History of Helston, Oxford, 
1936) and also in recent survey documents (e.g. the Cornwall and 
Scilly Urban Survey, 2002). The following section does not intend to 
replicate such studies, but instead elucidates certain key themes in the 
history of Helston which have shaped the historic development of its 
urban fabric. These themes are:

•	 Helston’s	geology	and	topography,	which	explains	its	location	and	
basic form

•	 Helston’s	nodal	position,	created	by	its	geological	and	topographical	
situation

•	 Tin	mining	and	Helston’s	status	as	a	stannery	and	coinage	town,	
both of which explain its medieval growth and the high status of 
many of its buildings

•	 Helston	as	a	local	centre,	which	explains	its	continued	role	following	
the decline in tin mining from the nineteenth century

Geology and topography
Helston occupies the eastern side of the narrowest part of the 
Cober Valley. To its north, the western slopes of the valley are less 
abrupt while the alluvial plain which forms the floor of the valley is 
significantly wider. To the south, approaching the coast, the same 
is true of the western slopes. The town itself is located on an area of 
Mylor slate with bands of dolerite (diabase) which gives way to granite 
to the north. The many watercourses in the Helston area, including 
the Cober, exist to drain the upland granite area. The propensity 
of slate to shear into thin planes means that it is easily eroded, and 
so the passage of these watercourse has created the distinct hilly 
topography of this area. Compared with the area to the north and 
west, there are few mineral deposits, and indeed those which are 
found here are some distance from the town, in such places as Sithney 
and Breage.   

In their recent landscape characterisation study, Cornwall County 
Council	located	Helston	within	Character	Area	6,	‘Mount’s	Bay	East’.		
This area is characterised by inland (flat bottomed) river valleys, 
scattered farms on gently undulated hillsides, and areas of woodland 
as well as a farming pattern of medieval origin. 

Helston’s topographical situation is important in explaining its 
existence. The height of the bowling green is some 82.6 feet above 
sea level, with the road below being around twenty-five feet. There 
is thus a drop of some sixty feet from the green to the plain. The 
defensive advantage of this situation was recognised at an early 
stage, for there are many references to a castle in medieval Helston, 
the reputed location of which was the present bowling green. On 
this site, the castle would have stood at the head of virtually a sheer 
cliff, with a commanding view over the river valley. It was erected 
by Edmund, Earl of Cornwall between 1272 and 1300, and, given 
the strategic advantages of the site, may well have replaced an 
earlier structure. Certainly the royal status of the estate at the time of 
Domesday hints at significant earlier settlement in the area. By the late 
fifteenth century, the castle was in ruins, and in the sixteenth, John 
Leland,	an	antiquary,	was	only	able	to	see	certain	vestigial	remains	of	
it. Nonetheless, its existence has left important traces on the urban 
fabric in determining the line of Coinagehall Street, the width of which 
immediately by the bowling green hints at the former existence of a 
market in front of the castle. Indeed, the cruciform arrangement of 
the main streets in Helston allow it to be read as a planned settlement 
focussed on the castle.

Helston Conservation Area Appraisal & Management Strategy / March 2010 Alan Baxter
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Helston

Geology and topography
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Helston’s topographical situation Relationship between the historic road network and Helston’s topographical situation
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The historic development of Helston showing the way in which the town had not much expanded beyond the medieval core before 1945 
Cornwall & Scilly Urban Survey

The church, too, occupies a commanding position across a shallow 
valley from the castle site, and there is again some evidence that 
there may well have been early settlement immediately in its vicinity, 
along the route from the north to the Cober crossing. The curvilinear 
eastern boundary of the churchyard resembles those of rounds 
and early Christian lann enclosures. The favourable location and 
high administrative/religious status of Helston is also evident in the 
foundation of two medieval hospitals in the town. In particular, the 
Hospital of St John was founded in the thirteenth century high above 
the road to Penzance; it later moved to the bridgehead below where it 
remained until it was dissolved in the sixteenth century. 

Local legend suggests that there was formerly a port at Helston, and 
Daniel Defoe recorded seeing boats trading up the Cober estuary as 
far as the town in the eighteenth century. However, the accuracy of 
this report is not clear as the Loe Pool (and thus possibly the Loe Bar) 
has existed since at least the early fourteenth century. The Bar, created 
by longshore drift, precludes the passage of shipping up the river. 
There is also no known archaeological evidence of a port at Helston. A 
plan to breach the Bar was put forward in 1837, but even that would 
have only created a tidal harbour at some distance from the town.

Helston’s topography is important in generating much of its character: 
the cruciform arrangement of the main streets is distorted on the 
ground by the sloping topography. Thus Church Street, for example, 
descends steeply from the Market Place before rising gradually to the 
church. Similarly, the focus of Coinagehall Street on the historic castle 
site and the steep slope of the terrain away from that site both mean 
that travellers continuing from Helston to Penzance are forced to one 
side of the site to descend the hill. 
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Principal historic movement routes

River

Historic Road

C19 Road Realignment
(remains the main road)

Railway (now disused)

Church

Castle Site
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