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Executive Summary 

This St Austell Conservation Area Appraisal and Management Plan has been produced for 

Cornwall Council and St Austell Town Council by Le Page Architects Ltd.  

The main purpose of the document is to clearly identify what it is about the character and 

appearance of the Conservation Area that should be preserved or enhanced.  It also puts 

forward proposals for its management for the future, highlighting particular issues and 

threats to the character of the Conservation Area, and therefore potential actions for 

improvement.  As part of that process, the existing Conservation Area boundary was re-

assessed and recommendations for substantial extensions have been proposed. 

This document generally follows the format recommended by English Heritage in their 2011 

document: ‘Understanding Place: Conservation Area Designation, Appraisal and 

Management’. 

The document begins with an Introduction and Policy background sections.  It then identifies 

the special interest of the Conservation Area and the issues that threaten those special 

qualities through Part 1: The Character Appraisal.  Part 2: The Management Plan - provides 

guidelines to prevent harm and achieve enhancement. 

Community involvement was undertaken through stakeholder and public consultation, 

together with interviews with local business leaders, and informal on-street dialogue with 

residents. 

This Appraisal is not intended to be comprehensive and omission of any particular feature or 

space should not be taken to imply that it is of no interest. 

The Conservation Area Appraisal and Management Plan will be used for several purposes: 

• To identify and justify the special character of the area. 

• To recognise elements that are worthy of retention and enhancement. 

• To recognise elements, which detract from the character of St Austell. 

• To act as a framework for the control of development. 

• To outline proposals / ideas for enhancement and development opportunities. 

• To be used to support bids for resources for conservation enhancement work. 

• To consider options for strengthening design controls. 
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1. INTRODUCTION 

 

1.1 Conservation Areas are 

designated by Local Planning 

Authorities as a means of recognising 

the importance of the quality of an 

area as a whole, as well as protecting 

individual buildings.  The designation 

of a Conservation Area sets a 

framework for the preservation and 

enhancement of an area’s character 

and appearance, and is a mechanism 

to control and manage change.  

Conservation Areas are not 

designated to stop development.  

 

1.2 The purpose of a Conservation 

Area appraisal is to review the 

existing area and its boundary, 

defining and describing what is 

important about its historic character 

and appearance, a process which 

includes researching the area’s 

historical development, carrying out a 

detailed townscape analysis and 

preparing a character assessment.  

 

1.3 Conservation management 

plans have been developed as tools 

to help with ideas and proposals of 

how to conserve and manage an area 

effectively for future generations.  

Policies and actions are developed 

within the management plan, which 

will ensure that the Conservation 

Area retains its overall character and 

appearance whilst positively shaping 

and influencing future change and 

development.    

 

1.4 St Austell Conservation Area is 

an area of special architectural and 

historic interest.   

 

View to viaduct and Woodland Row 

 

The original Conservation Area was 

designated in 1967 centring on the 

Church and extended in 1976.    

 

Tregonissey House – Market Street 

 

However it was limited only to Fore 

Street, the Church and Market House 
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area, omitting some important 

features such as the medieval radial 

street patterns, the late 19th/early 

20th century buildings redolent of the 

boom time for St Austell, and the 

significance of the industrial valley.  

 

Vista from the Bus station looking south 

over townscape 

 

This wider area contains numerous 

listed and unlisted historic buildings, 

many attractive walls and mature 

trees together with pockets of poor 

townscape quality that need to be 

addressed.   

 

Trenance Mill in Blowing House Lane 

 

1.5 The purpose of this document 

is to:  

• Identify and justify the special 

character of the area.   

• Identify elements that are worthy 

of retention or enhancement.   

• Identify elements that detract from 

the character.   

• Act as a framework for 

development management.   

• Inform proposals to be put forward 

for enhancement and development 

opportunities.   

• Consider options for securing good 

design. 

• Consider the future of the area 

through the Management Plan.   

 

1.6 The special character of the 

area and the possibilities for 

improvement have been identified.  

The document will be used by 

Cornwall Council as guidance for 

assessing development proposals that 

affect the area, and by those 

proposing new development so that 

they may gain a greater 

understanding of the character of the 

area, as an integral consideration in 

the preparation of their proposals.   

 

1.7 This appraisal is not intended 

to be comprehensive and omission of 

any particular building, feature or 

space should not be taken to imply 

that it is of no special interest.   
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1.8 The St Austell Conservation 

Area Appraisal and Management Plan 

has been funded by St Austell Town 

Council and Cornwall Council.  

 

1.9 Boundary Alterations - During 

the course of preparing the appraisal, 

amendments to the boundary have 

were proposed in order to more 

accurately cover the areas of St 

Austell worthy of recognition through 

being designated as a Conservation 

Area.  These adopted changes are 

illustrated on the maps, in particular 

Map No 1 which shows the existing 

extent of the Conservation Area and 

the enlargement.  

 

Summary of Special Character – 

What Makes St Austell a Special 

Place? 

1.10 St Austell is situated in a 

landscape formed out of two main 

different geological types - with the 

granite upland of Hensbarrow to the 

north, with its disturbed industrial 

landscape shaped by mining and 

china clay extraction, and to the 

south the undulating plateau of 

slatestone Killas cut through in places 

by deep and wooded river valleys. 

The town is located on the 

confluence of two steep-sided river 

valleys formed by the Gover Stream 

and the St Austell River (or Vinnick 

River) known as the White River 

catchment  Joining within the 

township they run due south into the 

sea at Pentewan. The river valleys, 

enhanced by their covering of mature 

and varied treescape, form a striking 

backdrop to the town.  The china clay 

district encompassing the north of the 

town adds a further dramatic 

backdrop with its spoil heaps 

dominating the skyline.  This 

underlying topography makes an 

important contribution to the 

character and interest of the historic 

town centre, with the town’s streets 

laid out on the valley slopes affording 

views of tiered roofscapes, which give 

way to views and glimpses of the 

surrounding countryside. 

The richness of St Austell’s 

underlying geology sustained a 

tradition of mining and its associated 

industrial activities over many 

centuries.  Tin, copper and china clay 

made the town into an industrial and 

administrative centre, and the nearby 

river valleys had been a focus for 

industrial usage since at least 

medieval times with its easily 

available supply of running water to 

power mills and blowing houses.  The 

complex industrial history of the old 

industrial river valley district of St 

Austell consequently offers 
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considerable archaeological potential. 

The geology, topography and 

landscape setting is covered more 

comprehensively in Section 3. 

1.11 St Austell has a rich historic and 

cultural heritage.  In 1259 Bishop 

Bronscombe travelled through the 

West Country blessing and dedicating 

many historic churches.  His visit to 

Holy Trinity Church helped to 

establish the importance of St 

Austell. The iconic Holy Trinity Church 

with its richly carved Pentewan stone 

tower is an unusual survival with a 

significant proportion of 13th and 14th 

century fabric, its tower is reportedly 

one of the finest in Cornwall 

 

1.12 St Austell was at the forefront of 

industrialisation in Cornwall and is at 

the heart of the Clay Country serving 

the industrial hinterland over the 

centuries providing for business, 

social and spiritual needs not only for 

the residents of St Austell, but also 

for the wider community.   St Austell 

has a legacy of buildings that are of 

both historic and architectural 

importance.  Unfortunately some of 

that legacy has been lost through 

redevelopment or in some cases 

neglect and it is important that 

through the Conservation Area 

Appraisal and Management Plan St 

Austell’s place in the history of 

Cornwall is celebrated and positively 

managed for the future.  

 

1.13 St Austell has a rich cultural 

heritage and the community has a 

strong sense of pride in its place in 

history – with mining, quarrying and 

china clay at its core.   It is important 

that this sense of pride is sustained 

through the economic difficulties 

suffered in the area as a result of the 

decline of traditional industry, in 

particular the clay industry.  The 

cultural, historical and architectural 

heritage of St Austell needs to be 

more clearly identified and protected 

to build upon the investment and 

regeneration already taking place 

within the town.   

 

1.14 St Austell is a friendly, busy 

town having a diversity of built 

architecture, with the Church and 

Market House as the prime centre.  

Leading off this centre the historic 

medieval radial street pattern still 

remains legible together with many 

surviving historic buildings. Many of 

these buildings, both unlisted and 

listed, are of good quality and use 

local natural materials of the region 

(stone and slate in particular) to 

great effect.  This, combined with the 

later imported decorative stones and 



5 
 

bricks (which arrived after the advent 

of the railway), create a rich variety 

of architecture. The town’s position 

on the main railway line through 

Cornwall inevitably influenced the 

appearance of the town through the 

arrival of new building materials and 

through the building of impressive 

structures such as the viaduct.   

 

1.15 The commercial hub to the north 

of the White Hart Hotel stands as 

testimony to the prosperity 

experienced in the early and latter 

half of the 19th century and the first 

half at least of the 20th century.  

 

1.16 The age, number and quality of 

the places of worship (many of which 

are still in use) also indicate an 

important and thriving town and have 

influenced its character.   

 

Background to the Study, Scope 

and Structure of the Appraisal 

 

1.17 St Austell is a large town of a 

population of approximately 30,800 

(source: Cornwall Council Community 

Network Profile) and is situated in the 

southern area of Cornwall, 

approximately 14 miles from the 

county town of Truro.   It is on the 

main railway line for Cornwall and 

one of the main roads through the 

County.  The A390 skirts around the 

town from east to west, and around 

the south side of the main body of 

the town.  

 

1.18 St Austell lies on twin rivers, the 

Gover Stream and River Vinnick 

known as the White River catchment, 

which has been significant to the 

growth and prosperity of the town.  

The White River flows down the 

Pentewan Valley, discharging to the 

sea in Pentewan village 

 

1.19 St Austell Town Council and 

Cornwall Council recognised that the 

existing Conservation Area did not 

adequately reflect the variety and 

importance of historic buildings within 

the town.  Also, in line with the 

general regeneration plans for St 

Austell as set out in the emerging St 

Austell, St Blazey and China Clays 

Area Regeneration Plan together with 

the Market and Coastal Towns 

Initiative, the historic buildings of St 

Austell are assets that should be 

conserved not only for their intrinsic 

value but can also be harnessed to 

promote the future economic 

resurgence of the town.  

 

1.20 This appraisal looked outside the 

existing Conservation Area to 

consider other areas of the town 
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which had the potential quality in 

terms of historic character and 

appearance to be included within a 

new enlarged Conservation Area.  

The appraisal gives an opportunity to 

reassess the town as a whole and to 

evaluate and record the reasons why 

the Conservation Area was extended.  

 

1.21 Amongst many other sources of 

research, this study has drawn from 

the Cornwall and Scilly Urban 

Surveys “Historic Characterisation for 

Regeneration” St Austell document 

prepared by the Cornwall 

Archaeological Unit in 2002. Some of 

their recommendations remain very 

relevant and continue to be vital to 

the current and future regeneration 

of St Austell. 

 

1.22 Community Consultation was 

carried out during the appraisal. At 

the start of the project a stakeholder 

workshop was held on 20th July 2011.  

The workshop identified strengths, 

weaknesses, opportunities and 

threats, which fed into the 1st draft 

appraisal and are detailed in section 

7. On Saturday 17th September 2011 

a Community Consultation event was 

held in White River Place to seek 

views on what the community 

thought was special about the town, 

responses are detailed in appendix 1.  

Upon formulation of the consultation 

draft document a formal community 

consultation was undertaken. This 

consultation period ran from the 24th 

July to the 12th September 2012 with 

2 exhibition events held on the 15th 

August 2012 and the 30th August in 

White River Place.   At the end of the 

consultation period all responses 

were collated and recorded, setting 

out the actions that were taken in 

terms of amending the report. 
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2.0 PLANNING AND REGENERATION CONTEXT 

Planning policy has undergone major 

change both nationally and locally.  

In the decision making process in the 

absence of adopted policies which  

replace the current adopted or saved 

policies the following policies are 

relevant. 

 

2.1 National Planning Policy 

(existing) 

 

2.1.1 National Planning Policy 

Framework (NPPF) was published in 

March 2012 

Part 12 Historic Environment:   

The heritage section of the 

Framework incorporates and 

streamlines the policies contained in 

Planning Policy Statement 5, which 

are now replaced. The level of 

protection afforded by PPS5 is 

maintained in the new NPPF although 

certain policies in PPS 5 have been 

omitted from the heritage section and 

are incorporated, more appropriately, 

in other sections of the Framework.  

These are:-    

• Part of policy HE1 (Heritage 

Assets and Climate Change)   

• Policy HE2 (Evidence Base for 

Plan-making)   

• Policy HE4 (Permitted 

Development and Article 4 

Directions)   

HE5 (Monitoring Indicators) has not 

been incorporated as a specific policy 

within the Framework. All other PPS 5 

policies have been condensed and 

included within the heritage section. 

Some of the detailed policies in PPS 5 

were considered to constitute 

guidance rather than policy and are 

more suitably issued as such. 

All the policies in the NPPF constitute 

Government’s view of what 

sustainable development in England 

means in practice. So development 

that fails to adhere to the historic 

environment policies, because it fails 

to give due weight to conservation for 

example, is not sustainable 

development.  

One of the key dimensions of 

sustainability is protecting and 

enhancing our historic environment. 

Economic, social and environmental 

improvement should be sought jointly 

and simultaneously. Pursuing 

sustainable development involves 

seeking improvements to the quality 

of the historic environment, amongst 

other things.  

One of the twelve core principles that 

should underpin both plan-making 

and decision-taking is that planning 

should conserve heritage assets in a 

manner appropriate to their 

significance, so that they can be 
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enjoyed for their contribution to the 

quality of life of this and future 

generations.  

Account should always be taken of: 

the desirability of sustaining and 

enhancing the significance of heritage 

assets and putting them to viable 

uses consistent with their 

conservation; their potential to 

contribute to sustainable 

communities; and the desirability of 

new development making a positive 

contribution to the historic 

environment’s local distinctiveness. 

The NPPF does not contain an 

express presumption in favour of the 

conservation of designated heritage 

assets as PPS5 did, but the 

presumption in favour of sustainable 

development is a presumption in 

favour of development that meets the 

objectives and policies of the NPPF, 

which has one of its twelve core 

principles the conservation of 

heritage assets. ‘Great weight’ should 

be given to the objective of 

conserving designated heritage 

assets.  

  

2.1.2 Likely Impact on 

Management Plan 

 

Until Cornwall Council has an adopted 

Core Strategy the NPPF will be 

considered the default document for 

planning applications, - due weight 

should be given to relevant policies in 

existing plans according to their 

degree of consistency with this 

framework. 

 

2.1.3 Planning (Listed Buildings 

and Conservation Areas) Act 

1990.  

 

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.  

 

2.1.4 PPS 5 Historic Environment 

Planning Practice Guide  

 

This practice guide has not yet been 

replaced and therefore the guidance 

contained therein is material to 

individual planning and heritage 

consent decisions.  DCLG is currently 

reviewing this and similar guidance. 

 

2.1.5 Article 4 Direction  

 

A direction under Article 4 of the 

Town and Country Planning (General 

Permitted Development) Order 1995 

is an available process in some 

circumstances for Local Authorities to 

utilise in order to preserve the 
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character or appearance of the 

conservation area, or part of it.  

 

2.1.6 Localism Act 2011 

 

The Localism Act has wide ranging 

measures aimed at taking power 

away from Central Government so 

that local communities, through their 

directly elected local representatives, 

have more say in the provision of 

local services. The Act therefore 

represents a significant change in 

direction as to how the planning 

system in England operates.  

 

2.1.7 Neighbourhood Planning 

 

The Localism Act introduces a new 

tier of spatial planning concept - 

namely neighbourhood planning. This 

introduces the right for communities 

to shape their local areas by creating 

"Neighbourhood Planning Authority" 

(NPA). The NPA could be based on 

existing parishes - or a group of 

parishes or by an organisation 

designated by the Local Planning 

Authority as a "Neighbourhood 

Forum." The neighbourhood forum, 

once designated, will take effect for 5 

years. 

Neighbourhoods can also establish 

general policies that will steer 

decisions on traditional planning 

applications. NPA's can therefore 

prepare their own "Neighbourhood 

Development Plan" - NDP - which will 

form part of the statutory 

development plan and therefore 

development will need to accord with 

the NDP's policies unless other 

material considerations indicate 

otherwise. 

The Act also introduces a 

"Community Right to Build Order" 

(CRBO) where local communities 

have the power to take forward 

development in their area without the 

need to apply for planning 

permission, subject to meeting 

certain safeguards. 

2.2 Local Planning Policy: 

Existing Policy which is in 

conformity with the National 

Planning Policy Framework. 

Cornwall Structure Plan 2004 

amended 2010 Policy 2 - Character 

Areas, Design & Environmental 

Protection. ‘The quality, character, 

diversity and local distinctiveness of 

the natural and built environment of 

Cornwall will be protected and 

enhanced’. 

2.2.1 Paragraph 29 states that: 

‘Development must be compatible 

with the conservation of Cornwall’s 

historic and natural heritage.  This is 
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not just confined to designated areas.  

Local features are an important 

element of local character and all too 

often these elements are lost by 

gradual attrition.  The protection, 

conservation, interpretation and 

stewardship of the environment for 

future generations is an important 

element in sustainable development 

and one in which local authorities 

must play a vital role through 

example and encouragement.  Good 

design should take full account of and 

respect these features.’ 

 

2.2.2 Page 11 addresses the work on 

historic character and under the 

heading Historic Settlements states 

that ‘there is a need to take a more 

holistic approach to Historic 

Settlements than in the 1997 Plan, in 

recognition of the special historic 

character of Cornwall’s medieval, 

industrial, coastal and tourist 

settlements.  The historic character of 

many of these settlements is being 

studied by the Cornwall and Scilly 

Urban Survey…. which will.... provide 

further guidance on development in 

these urban areas’. 

 

2.2.3 Restormel Local Plan 2001 

(saved policies) These policies retain 

their importance due to their 

conformity with the National Planning 

Policy Framework. 

• Policy 6 - Development and Design 

Principles 

• Policy11 - Protecting the Borough’s 

Heritage 

• Policy 25 – Archaeology 

• Policy 26 – Archaeology 

• Policy 27 – Archaeology 

• Policy 31 - Conservation Areas 

• Policy 32 – Areas of Local 

Architectural and Historic Value 

• Policy 33 - Listed Buildings 

• Policy 35 - Areas of Special 

Character 

2.3 Local Planning Policy 

Proposed: 

Local Plan 

 

2.3.1 Summary 

Cornwall Council is currently 

preparing a Cornwall Local Plan to 

provide planning policy and guidance 

to 2030.  The Cornwall Local Plan will 

be submitted to the Secretary of 

State for Examination in Public with a 

view to adoption.  In addition 

Cornwall Council is preparing a 

Strategic Allocations Document, 

which will include St Austell.  

Together these documents, once 

adopted, will provide the 

Development Plan for Cornwall 
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setting the context for future 

planning decisions within the 

Conservation Area.  The St Austell 

and Clay Country Regeneration Plan 

has been prepared and it is intended 

to adopt this document as a 

Supplementary Planning Document 

following the adoption of the Cornwall 

Local Plan. 

2.3.2 Likely impact on Management 

Plan 

The Cornwall Local Plan will re-

emphasise a policy direction that 

places design, innovation and quality 

at the heart of the decision making 

process.  Opportunity sites may 

include potential redevelopment sites 

within St Austell that will impact on 

the character and quality of the built 

environment within the Conservation 

Area.  The Management Plan needs to 

acknowledge the broader policy 

direction that could be used to assess 

development proposals on these 

sites, and the qualitative elements 

that are present within the policies. 

 

Cornwall Design Guide 

 

2.3.3 The design guide is to be 

produced as part of Cornwall 

Council’s commitment to securing the 

highest quality new development.  It 

is intended to be a handbook to assist 

householders, professionals, and 

developers in dealing with and 

submitting development proposals.  

It will also act as a set of guidelines, 

which will help the Council assess the 

design implications of development 

proposals in the form of planning 

applications and similar types of 

applications within the Cornwall.  It 

will promote the importance of a 

robust design process and good 

design practice by all those involved 

in the development process.   

 

Fore Street 

 

2.3.4 Status 

The Design Guide document is in 

progress. 

 

2.3.5 Likely impact on Management 

Plan 

The design guide recognises the use 

of Conservation Area Appraisals and 

other best practice guidance as the 

best mechanisms for ensuring that 

Conservation Areas are as effective 

as possible in ensuring a high quality 

urban realm. 
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The design guide establishes the 

Cornwall Design Review Panel as a 

forum that will convene to guide 

design aspects of major projects and 

smaller projects in prominent 

locations. 

The Guide will also contain pointers 

to guidance on renovations and 

repairs to existing buildings and new 

buildings, providing guidance on 

materials, palette, details, decoration, 

form and planting, as well as more 

general advice on massing and scale. 

 

2.4 Regeneration Context 

 

Future Cornwall 

 

2.4.1 Summary 

This strategy will guide the emerging 

Cornwall Council Local Plan and the 

new local transport plan, both 

covering the same period (2010 – 

2030).  

 

2.4.2 Status 

Was adopted at the beginning of 

2011. 

 

2.4.3 Likely impact on Management 

Plan 

“At the heart of sustainable living is 

Cornwall’s unique and extraordinary 

natural and historic environment, 

highly valued by its residents and 

visitors and contributing to a resilient 

local economy and self-sufficient 

communities. By 2030 everyone in 

Cornwall will have the chance of a 

quality of life equal to or better than  

anywhere in the UK.” 

 

 

Market House 

 

The broad strategy for the county 

is one of ambition and innovation, 

particularly in areas such as St 

Austell where opportunities for 

mixed-use regeneration are likely to 

come forward.  The Management Plan 

should recognise the general positive 

and progressive policy direction and 

promote positive development 

proposals that recognise the 

importance of design and innovation. 
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Emerging Local Policy: 

St Austell, St Blazey and China 

Clay Area Regeneration Plan 

 

2.4.4 Summary 

The plan reflects the aims of ‘Future 

Cornwall’, Cornwall’s Sustainable 

Community Strategy, in that any 

large–scale development proposals 

that come forward within the 

Regeneration Plan area will be 

required to deliver positive, 

transformational regeneration.  It 

also echoes the wider ‘Green 

Cornwall’ agenda and will be used to 

help establish and sustain a low-

carbon economy in the mid-Cornwall 

area.  The Plan will provide a succinct 

one-page policy statement 

encompassing the criteria that CC will 

expect to find in development 

proposals for the area. 

The Plan is currently being reviewed 

against the NPPF. The adoption date 

has not yet been announced.  

 

2.4.5 Likely impact on Management 

Plan 

Once adopted the plan will help to 

emphasise the importance of design 

and innovation when assessing large-

scale development proposals within 

the plan area.  It will also be used to 

lend support to exceptional smaller 

scale projects, the like of which could 

come forward on the identified 

opportunity sites within St Austell.   

 

Bodmin Road, Fore Street junction 

 

As seen above, emphasis is placed on 

quality of design and high 

environmental standards.  These 

criteria will be applicable as material 

considerations to development 

proposals providing an effective 

decision -making tool that (along with 

other strategy, policy and guidance 

outlined in this document) will 

enhance and protect the built 

environment of St Austell. 
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Part One – Appraisal 

 

3.0 INFLUENCES ON THE HISTORIC DEVELOPMENT OF ST AUSTELL 

 

3.1 Location and Setting 

 

3.1.1 The old heart of St Austell is 

situated at the head of a dry coombe 

on the slope of a south-facing hillside 

located immediately east of the 

confluence point of two steep-sided 

river valleys, the Gover Stream and 

the St Austell or Vinnick River, which 

collectively is termed the ‘White River’ 

catchment.  These run south out from 

the granite upland the china clay 

district of Hensbarrow Downs.  The 

rivers merge at the Gover Road–

Trelake Road junction in St Austell’s 

industrial valley and run due south in 

a less deeply cut valley to exit into the 

sea at Pentewan. Two miles south 

east the St Austell area is framed by 

the South Cornwall coastline, with the 

historical ports of Charlestown and 

Pentewan.  To the south the A390 

works both as a boundary and conduit 

for later urban growth, which unfolds 

west along the Gover Valley.  Later 

urban growth has also taken place 

along the B3874 in a north and east 

direction in the districts of Mount 

Charles, Carclaze, Boscoppa and 

Bethel. 

 

3.2 Geology, Topography and 

Landscape 

 

3.2.1 St Austell’s surrounding 

landscape settings are a significant 

asset for the town.  Its surround of 

steep-sided wooded valleys, the 

gently undulating plateau of the Killas 

to the south, and the wilder disturbed 

china clay district of Hensbarrow to 

the north strongly influence St 

Austell’s appearance and character. 

 

3.2.2 During the late Carboniferous 

and early Permian geological periods 

the later stages of protracted tectonic 

activity, a mountain building period 

called the Variscan Orogeny, was 

marked by the intrusion of five large 

granite bodies, or plutons.  Today 

these run as a spinal structure 

through the length of Cornwall – 

Bodmin Moor, St Austell (or 

Hensbarrow), Carnmenellis, Land’s 

End and the Isles of Scilly, and are 

part of a much larger underlying 

single parental body, the Cornubian 

Batholith, which extends from 

Dartmoor to the Isles of Scilly.   
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3.2.3 As with all these structures the 

St Austell granite is surrounded by a 

metamorphic aureole, a zone of 

country rock altered by the heat and 

pressure of the upwelling granite, in 

which fluids escaped along fractures 

as the granite cooled.  These were 

responsible for depositing the wide 

range of minerals that have been so 

important in shaping St Austell’s 

history notably tin, copper, and 

uranium.  Hensbarrow is the most 

complex of the granite masses in 

Cornwall and from it has been 

quarried a wide variety of granite-

based stone types including china 

clay. 

 

3.2.4 St Austell itself is situated on an 

undulating tableland of dark blue-grey 

slates and siltstones, which are of the 

Meadfoot Group of the Lower 

Devonian system.  These were 

originally deposited as a thick 

sequence of muds which during the 

Variscan Orogeny, these deposits 

became subject to intense 

compressive forces and heat altering 

the mudstones into slates. 

 

St Austell’s Wider Landscape 

Setting 

3.2.5 Based on Natural England’s 

National Joint Character Areas 

landscape character assessment, St 

Austell lies in the Cornish Killas 

landscape (‘killas’ being a mining term 

referring to local metasedimentary 

rocks).  The Killas landscape is 

characterised by an undulating 

plateau cut by frequent small steep 

broadleaved wooded valleys giving it 

an intimate feel.  The plateau areas 

support a mixed farming landscape 

with a patchwork of small acreage 

fields divided up by Cornish hedges 

often topped with scrub-like growth 

commonly made up of hawthorn, 

hazel, ash and oak. The underlying 

slates produce brown earth soils of 

moderate fertility.    

 

 3.2.6 The Cornwall and Isles of Scilly 

Landscape Study Character 

Assessment 2005-2007 takes forward 

the Natural England Joint Character 

Areas and interprets them at the local 

level across the county.  It brings 

together an assessment of Landscape 

Character at two levels; Landscape 

Character Areas (LCAs), and 

Landscape Description Units (LDUs), 

which describe smaller areas of 

distinctive place types in more detail 

within the LCAs.  The historic 

landscape characterisation within this 

classification identifies the farmland 

surrounding St Austell - which can be 

viewed particularly to the south and 
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east from the old core of the town - as 

prevailingly medieval in origin.  The 

study describes the farmland as: 

“tending to be on relatively sheltered 

land, not too steep and not too poorly 

drained, but can extend onto the 

edges of high downs. Networks of 

winding lanes and roads connect 

farming settlements whose layouts 

are typically irregular, often clearly 

shrunken from hamlets.”   

 

3.2.7 Nearer the uplands of 

Hensbarrow Downs fields give way to 

an exposed heather moorland 

landscape.  Here the range and 

irregularity of field patterns with their 

accompanying scattered settlements 

and farmsteads indicate a range of 

ages of enclosure, with the later, post 

17th century enclosure in the area 

generally characterised by more 

straight-sided fields.   

 

3.2.8 This Killas landscape of 

sequestered valleys creates a striking 

backdrop from many of the vantage 

points within the older part of the 

town.  Their verticality is further 

emphasised by the elevated position 

of valley-side residences and their 

mature treeline, and the piers and 

arches of the railway viaducts.  The 

sea is present as a distant backdrop to 

the wider modern township but is not 

visible from within the old core of St 

Austell. 

 

3.2.9 In stark contrast lying 

immediately to the north of St Austell, 

is the of upland landscape of 

Hensbarrow Downs.  This unique area 

of china clay extraction is a highly 

disturbed landscape possessing a 

certain lunar quality, consisting of flat-

topped and older conical waste heaps 

intermingled with pools of sometimes 

turquoise or green water filled tips. 

Daphne du Maurier writing in 1967 

gives the following description: 

 

        “The interest to the casual 

wanderer in the china clay country, 

is the strange, almost fantastic 

beauty of the landscape, where 

spoil heaps of waste matter shaped 

like pyramids point to the sky, 

great quarries formed about their 

base descending into pits filled 

with water, icy green like arctic 

pools.  The pyramids are generally 

the highest, and the pools deepest, 

on land which is no longer used; 

the spoil heaps sprout grass-seed, 

even gorse, upon the pumice-stone 

quality of their surface.”   

 

3.2.10 Today many of the conical 

heaps have been re-shaped into flat-

topped spoil heaps and hydroseeded.  
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Overlaying this landscape is the 

ephemera of the extraction industry – 

pipelines, gantries, railways, pylons, 

electricity lines, processing and other 

industrial buildings.  Also 

characteristic of the area are the 

dispersed industrial settlements - 

Stenalees, St Blazey, Penwithick, 

Nanpean, Treviscoe and St Dennis, 

consisting of straggling rows of grey 

terraces, with attendant prominent 

chapel buildings. Today the modern 

township of St Austell has expanded 

so that it extends over the southern 

shoulder of this unique upland 

landscape setting. 

 

3.3 Historical Development 

Early Origins and Archaeology 

3.3.1 Unidentified documentation 

records the siting of an Iron Age – 

Romano British (800BC-409AD) round 

sited in the centre of St Austell and an 

Iron Age spearhead.  Early settlement 

in the wider St Austell district is 

evidenced with finds of Bronze Age 

axes and spear-heads and Iron Age 

artefacts, which have been found in 

the Pentewan Valley.  There is also a 

Bronze Age longstone in the Mount 

Charles area and the remains of a 

circular ring top enclosure above 

Porthpean.   

 

3.3.2 In 1774 a hoard of silverware 

was found at Trewhiddle, which 

included coins, a chalice and drinking 

vessels (now in the British Museum), 

and may have belonged to a now lost 

early Medieval ecclesiastical 

community.  St Austell was possibly a 

more significant religious centre 

during that time but might have been 

threatened by Viking invasion, which 

took place along the south Cornish 

coastline in the 9th and 10th 

centuries.   

 

3.3.3 Menacuddle Well, which is 

located just north of the Trenance 

viaduct on the Bodmin Road, is 

documented in 1291 as a baptistry 

chapel, and its use ceased in 1519 

with the dissolution of the 

monasteries.  The existing baptistery 

was restored in 1921 as a memorial to 

the only son of Admiral Sir Charles 

Sawle, who was lost in action in World 

War I.  The waters were believed to 

have been sanctified and have healing 

powers. The original well may well 

have its origins as a Celtic chapel well, 

which was possibly superimposed 

upon an earlier pagan shrine.  

 

Medieval Market Town 

 

3.3.4 Prior to its industrial 

development St Austell was a small 
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agricultural town consisting of a 

clustering of streets around the 

church, forming a natural meeting 

place for the parish.  The churchyard 

is small and rounded, suggesting its 

possible origins as a lann (an 

enclosure defining a consecrated 

area), its shape and position at the 

head of a valley, being typical for an 

early medieval church.  Although its 

origins are not entirely certain the 

early church site had a significant 

influence on its surrounding landscape 

and society.  In between this old 

thoroughfare pattern lay burgage 

plots extending out from the main 

streets of the town to a medieval strip 

field system well into the countryside 

beyond.  The main orientation is north 

west–south east.  Burgage tenements 

were long strips of land aligned at 

right angles to the main street layout 

with a house or shop standing at its 

frontage.  They were either built over 

land taken out of open-field cultivation 

or were demarcated according to the 

front width or span of medieval house 

construction.  The backs of the 

elongated gardens would commonly 

lead to a shared access lane to the 

rear.  Plot widths were sometimes 

very restricted as a position on the 

main street was a prime position so 

frontages would all be crammed 

together, the only space for expansion 

running out to the rear. Burgage plots 

can be clearly identified in the 1842 

Tithe Map (map No.9) particularly in 

the quarter around Holy Trinity Church 

showing narrow fronted shops and 

houses located in the elongated 

fingers of land often in-filled with 

buildings.  Beyond the edge of the 

settlement relic strip field patterns can 

also be traced extending out beyond 

into the wider countryside.  The strip 

field pattern is still evident in the 

1907-8 OS map (map No.11) and can 

be seen in particular either side of 

Polcarne estate.  Their presence is 

suggested in the present day grain of 

the town by the position of some old 

boundary walls and the alignment of 

buildings.  So St Austell grew in its 

urban form developing spinally along 

the ancient streetscape or along the 

property boundaries of the old 

burgage plots and strip field 

boundaries. 

 

3.3.5 The morphology of the street 

pattern is typical of many Cornish 

settlements, with the church located 

on its elevated circular mound, acting 

as a meeting place with the streets 

radiating out from that focal point.  

Church Street, Market Street, High 

Cross Street, Trevarthian Road, 

Market Hill, North Street, and Fore 



19 
 

Street all form that relic sinuous street 

pattern to this day.  

 

3.3.6 Some of the earlier elements of 

the church building have survived 

including the remains of a 13th 

century chantry chapel in the south 

side of the chancel and Lady Chapel.  

The church has a  particularly fine 

ornately carved 15th century tower, 

with its sculptured figures depicting 

the twelve apostles, as well as shields, 

animals and gargoyles all carved in 

the honey-coloured Pentewan stone 

and granite.   

 

Holy Trinity Church 

 

3.3.7 The tradition of using the old 

core district as a meeting point was 

continued on in medieval times by the 

marking of the confluence of three old 

manorial boundaries – Trewington, 

Trenance and Treverbyn by means of 

the Mengu Stone, (probably a 

boundary marker established by an 

early Medieval charter).  Here town 

proclamations were read, cattle 

impounded and public punishments 

carried out.  It was originally located 

in front of the Old Manor House, which 

would have faced the west end of the 

church across an open market area.  

However, it was moved in 1972 and 

located to the east side of the tower of 

Holy Trinity Church.   

 

3.3.8 The settlement of St Austell is 

first recorded in 1145 as: ‘Ecclesiam 

de Austol’ the name derived from a 

Cornish saint’s name.  In 1189 St 

Austell received its royal charter, a 

formal document whereby the King 

(Richard I) granted the town some 

rights to self-government, to become 

a borough, (England at this time was 

constantly at war so the king sold 

many townships this entitlement to 

raise money for armies).   

 

Fairs, Festivities and 

Entertainment 

 

3.3.9 Between the churchyard and 

what is now the ‘Red Bank’ was 

another meeting point, the Bull Ring.  

It is not certain whether bulls were 

actually baited there, but may have 

been a medieval ‘playing place’ where 

traditional miracle plays or later 

Mummers’ plays were enacted.  The 

place name may be then an 

embodiment of a long habitual usage 

of a particular type.  During the 

Restoration in 1661 the market 
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received its charter with tolls from the 

Friday market and annual fairs being 

granted in trust to the poor of the 

parish.  The 1842 Tithe Map shows 

what is now the north end of 

Cemetery Park was the field for the 

annual fair. 

 

   The Industrial Town 

 

3.3.10  As with many other market 

towns in England from 1750 to the 

end of the 19th century, St Austell 

began to expand to allow for greater 

housing, commercial and industrial 

uses.  The townscape of the old centre 

of St Austell is a cameo typical of 

those changes that took place across 

many of the market towns in England 

during that time.  St Austell’s 

industrial, commercial and social life 

became more active in the latter half 

of the 18th century and accelerated in 

the 19th century as the Victorian 

enthusiasm for civic remodelling 

combined with an increasing 

prosperity took hold.   

 

3.3.11  This industrial period was an 

era of transition with the effects of 

new industries and improved transport 

impacting on the culture and economy 

of the town.  How St Austell was able 

to respond to those pressures as a 

traditional market town and become a 

prosperous new centre through these 

changes is reflected in the residual 

foot-print left in the built fabric of the 

town.  A number of social and 

economic processes, therefore, played 

an important role in shaping the 

character of the town at that time and 

include: 

 

3.3.12  Trades and industries: - Before 

the Industrial Revolution the base for 

most trades and industries in the town 

was derived from its surrounding 

countryside such as grinding grain and 

making tools for the surrounding farm 

population.  The town became the 

industrial centre because its 

communications were better than the 

surrounding villages, and at the same 

time the limited communications 

made the town self-sufficient in its 

material requirements.  The 1842 

Tithe map shows a courtyard hat 

‘factory’ just behind Church Street and 

a rope walk just outside the centre of 

town on Menacuddle Hill. 

 

3.3.13  In the mid-18th century streets 

close to the town centre would have 

been occupied by shopkeepers, 

cobblers, grocers and cheap lodgings 

for labourers employed in workshops 

like the hat factory.  A century later 

the more prosperous tradesmen who 

had lived over their shops moved out, 
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and the central streets of the town 

were given over to more exclusively 

public and commercial uses, with town 

houses being converted into offices for 

solicitors and banks, all adding to the 

outward spread of the town.  For 

example, the 1842 Tithe Map of St 

Austell shows stalls clustered around 

the south edge of the churchyard, 

which were part of the market place 

before the Market House was built.  

The 1881 Ordnance Survey map 

(published in 1889 Map No.10) shows 

them to have disappeared replaced by 

the Market House and Town Hall, and 

a proliferation of banks and post office 

clustered around the church.  

Church Street 

Source: Wheal Martyn Museum 

 

Fore Street 

Source: Photographic memories Devon and 

Cornwall Frith Collection1996 

3.3.14  The 19th century process of 

mechanisation changed the small-

scale workshop into factory-scale 

production, so businesses grew in 

size.  The railway also radically 

improved communications so that the 

‘import and export’ of goods 

completely changed.  An example of 

these changes was the Walter Hicks 

Brewery.  Breweries were originally 

domestic and small-scale business, 

but with the introduction of steam 

power larger-scale commercial 

breweries developed in many larger 

villages and towns.      Local wine 

merchant and brewer, Walter Hicks, 

joined in with St Austell’s industrial 

development by building a steam 

powered brewery in 1869 in the 

centre of St Austell, in what is now 

Tregonissey House.  Within 25 years 

the business had outgrown the 

building and in 1893 he relocated to 

the larger site above the town in 

Trevarthian Road, the present day St 

Austell Brewery. 

 

3.3.15  Transport – road and rail: - 

Prior to the advent of the car roads 

were mainly the responsibilities of the 

local parish.  Due to expanding 

commercial activity the 18th century 
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saw an increase in coach travel and 

the development of turnpike trusts, 

which created better road surfacing 

and route improvements.  Tollhouses, 

milestones, coaching inns and wayside 

pubs are the most visible survivals of 

this period. 

 

3.3.16  In St Austell a number of 

granite milestones were erected by 

the St Austell and Lostwithiel Trust, 

which was established in 1761, and 

notably a milestone on the south end 

of Truro Road sited in c1764.  The 

mining and clay industries were an 

added impetus to road improvements 

in St Austell, the New Bridge on the 

Truro Road being an example of such 

road improvements constructed in 

1834 as a single span granite ashlar 

structure.  Later, railway competition 

abruptly finished off coach travel and 

the turnpike trusts. 

 

3.3.17  Driven by the developments in 

Pentewan Harbour St Austell saw the 

construction of another kind of 

transport system.  Between 1818 and 

1826 Pentewan’s landlord Christopher 

Hawkins had built a new harbour, a 

speculative venture based on the 

expanding china clay industry and the 

potential of the pilchard fishery.  To 

connect the Pentewan Harbour with St 

Austell he also built a horse-drawn 

tramway completed in 1830.  

 

3.3.18  Despite the investment, the 

railway and harbour only saw limited 

success, acting mainly as an overflow 

port to Charlestown, Par and Fowey.  

However, it began to be used for 

another important trade – limestone, 

which was used to supply local kilns, 

and by 1832 it eventually overtook 

the tonnage of china clay.  Coal was 

also imported on the tramway to 

supply St Austell gasworks as well as 

timber, salt, tallow and grain for local 

needs. 

 

3.3.19  In 1868 the horse-drawn line 

was converted to steam traction along 

with other major works carried out to 

improve the harbour, but by the late 

19th century competition from the 

clay ports of Par and Fowey began to 

eclipse Pentewan’s trade.   By the end 

of World War I most of Pentewan’s 

traditional export/import trades had 

ceased.  In 1918-1919 the railway 

lines and engines were requisitioned 

by the War Office and the railway line 

lifted.  Today the only remnant of this 

rail linkage is the Clay Cellars standing 

in West Hill car park.  This was once 

part of an extensive 200 feet long 

railway terminus.  Here clay was 

brought down from the Hensbarrow 
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uplands by wagon to be transferred to 

the railway trucks for the journey 

down to the harbour. 

 

3.3.20  In 1859 with the construction 

of Brunel’s Royal Albert Bridge over 

the River Tamar at Saltash, the 

railway age came to St Austell.  In 

building the Cornish section following 

the design pioneered by Brunel the 

railway company was confronted by a 

significant civil engineering problem 

presented by the frequent deep and 

narrow valleys cut by the rivers 

running out of the granite moors such 

as Bodmin Moor and Hensbarrow.  

Due to the cost the timber viaduct 

construction was a way around these 

issues, using two standard spans to 

enable a standardised trestle system 

of timber sections to span the viaduct 

piers.  The frequent use of this 

construction method made them a 

familiar and sometimes dramatic 

feature of the Cornish landscape. The 

old granite piers of Trenance viaduct 

are a fine vestige of one of Brunel’s 

designs for timber viaducts. 

 

Trenance Viaduct Trestle Design 

Source:St Austell Town and Parish  

A.L Rowse :1960 

 

3.3.21  In 1899 the old Trenance 

viaduct was replaced with the existing 

structure.  In 1892 Great Western 

Railway had converted from its broad 

gauge to the nationally adopted 

standard gauge so the new viaduct 

allowed for the line to be twin-

tracked.  

 

Trenance Viaduct 

 Today the railway has left St Austell a 

rich heritage of surviving structures – 

cuttings, embankments, viaducts, 

bridges, a goods yard, a signal box 

and station buildings. 
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3.3.22   Public and commercial 

buildings: - Extensive civic building 

took place as 19th century St Austell’s 

industrial, commercial and social life 

accelerated, combined with the town’s 

increase in prosperity. These changes 

were carried out by a combination of 

private companies, speculators, 

philanthropic bodies and the local 

authority, which became more 

organised through this period. 

 

Former head office West of England China Clay 

 

3.3.23   Civic buildings displayed the 

town’s new confidence built in 

architectural styles drawn from the 

classical styles of the Renaissance, for 

example, the Italian Renaissance style 

of the Market House and Town Hall 

built in 1844 - “a great ornament to 

the town”.  The new commercial 

buildings, particularly the banks, 

showed a variety of architectural 

ornament in neo-classical styles, with 

facades constructed from locally 

quarried granite, and stone types 

brought in from further away such as 

Ashburton Limestone and Portland 

Stone.  

 

3.3.24 Other buildings constructed at 

this time included the Workhouse, 

1839 (now demolished), Assembly 

Rooms, 1846, the Corn Exchange, 

1859 (demolished 1960), the police 

station, 1866 (demolished 2007) and 

the former Liberal Club, 1890.  Some 

buildings required wholly new types of 

construction such as the railway 

station (remodelled in 1898), as well 

as the workhouse, schools and 

gasworks.  These were provided for by 

the availability of new materials such 

as iron, steel and concrete - cheaper 

products which could be assembled 

more quickly, and importantly moved 

around in bulk from other parts of the 

country by rail.  Silvanus Trevail’s Red 

Bank, 1898, in High Cross Street is an 

example with the bricks coming from 

Ruabon in North Wales. 

 

Red Bank 

 

3.3.25 Housing: - During the 18th 

century it became fashionable for 
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wealthier families to build town 

houses, reflected in the construction, 

for example, of the Rashleigh’s town 

house in Church Street.  In 1735 it 

was reworked into a hotel, the White 

Hart, to accommodate the increase in 

coaching traffic. This change was 

consolidated by the bringing in of the 

new south road from Devonport to 

Truro in 1760. 

 

3.3.26  As the town grew in the 19th 

century it began to take up more land 

for new commercial and industrial 

sites with more spacious housing 

being added to the outskirts of the 

town (map No.7). These new housing 

developments adopted a variety of 

architectural types.  Increasingly 

different types of dwelling became 

separated, with the professional 

classes and the better off tradesmen 

moving into more comfortable town 

houses and villas, with terraces of 

cottages being apportioned for the 

labouring population.  This process of 

class division is clearly visible in the 

townscape of St Austell.  The workers’ 

cottages of Woodland Row and in the 

vicinity of Ledrah Road and Pondhu 

Road are typical examples, occupying 

the industrial valley and located near 

the foundries and other industrial 

works. 

 

3.3.27 Designed by Silvanus Trevail 

the rows of cottages in Moorland Road 

stand out as an important period 

piece, and an example of his 

philanthropic intention to improve 

housing conditions for working people.  

Reflecting his duty of care his design 

for their facades is well proportioned 

and simple with the use of coloured 

brick lintels and window surrounds to 

create an effective contrast.  

Internally the cottages were 

constructed with rooms that were 

larger than normal, partitioned by 

walls made of local stone rather than 

lath and plaster, making them thicker 

to give more privacy. 

 

3.3.28 In mid-Victorian times the 

villa became a hallmark of middle 

class aspiration.  The physical removal 

of association with the terraces of the 

labouring classes into large detached 

houses with their expansive gardens 

was seen as a lifestyle statement 

deliberately freeing themselves of any 

undesirable contact with the working 

classes.  This sense of ‘property’ was 

further emphasised by the use of 

enclosure through the construction of 

high stone boundary walls, gated 

entrances and gardens landscaped 

with shrubberies and trees.  A 

pleasing garden was a well-kept one 

often with brilliant colours at ground 
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level, the shrub and tree composition 

preferably containing a plant mix with 

some strange and exotic shapes. 

 

3.3.29 The urban pattern of villas in 

St Austell highlights these underlying 

social aspirations.  The villas on the 

north side of Bodmin Road are built in 

a prime location with commanding 

views over the Gover Valley and 

beyond filtered by their surround of 

ornamental trees and shrubs.  The 

villas in Palace Road cluster around 

the railway station, the means of 

travelling for business trips, and 

holidays, close at hand.  They were 

the nouveau riche of their day - to 

take a journey on the railway was to 

travel up the social scale. 

 

3.3.30  Places of worship: - The many 

nonconformist chapels in St Austell 

make an important contribution to its 

townscape.  One of the earliest is the 

Society of Friends (Quaker’s) Meeting 

House built in 1829.  Others include 

the Zion Chapel, St John’s Methodist 

church and the Baptist chapel.  The 

Methodist denomination with its 

various offshoots was one of the main 

driving forces behind chapel 

construction in the area.  Its appeal, 

particularly to the mining 

communities, was that it spoke to the 

people in a language that they could 

understand declaring a simple 

doctrine of justification through faith.  

The nonconformist chapels became a 

hub of these industrial communities 

bringing people together through 

social events such as chapel picnics, 

hymn singing as well as the services. 

 

3.3.31  Population: - Parish population 

figures through time show the 

transition of St Austell from a small 

market town to an industrial and later 

commercial centre.  In 1801 the town 

was a mainly agricultural community 

with a population of 3788.  With the 

steady growth of tin mining the 

population in 1821 was 6175, and 

with the mining industry accelerating 

with discovery of copper reserves the 

population in 1831 rose to 8758.  

 

3.3.32  Through the 19th century the 

population continued to grow.  It 

faltered in 1871 to 11793 due to an 

economic depression caused by the 

decline of the mining industry and an 

agricultural recession, but with the 

economic recovery driven by the 

boom in china clay production and 

growth of supporting service 

industries, such as solicitors and 

banks, the population rose to 11998 in 

1901.   
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3.3.33  After the disruption of World 

War I the china clay industry declined 

and it went through a long period of 

reconstruction that was only 

completed in the 1930s, the 

population in 1921 being 13577.  

However, Government grants issued 

in the 1930s for large-scale housing 

development saw the growth of 

housing estates on the east side of the 

town, which absorbed several 

industrial hamlets, so the population 

increased in 1931 to 20464.  Today 

the population of the St Austell area is 

approximately 30,800 (2010 figure).  

 

3.4 Influence of Mining, Quarrying 

and China Clay in St Austell 

 

3.4.1 The St Austell district has been 

from early times a focus of mining, 

quarrying and later china clay 

extraction.  These earlier phases of 

mining and quarrying were mainly 

concerned with supplying local needs, 

but the discovery and exploitation of 

china clay in particular, coinciding with 

the invention and demands of 19th 

century industrial technology, 

propelled the reputation of St Austell’s 

extraction industries to national and 

international levels of importance. 

 

 

Mining 

3.4.2 The course of the St Austell river 

valley historically formed the main 

route through the Henbarrow uplands, 

and the siting of the town at the 

mouth of this ‘pass’ made it a conduit 

for the local extraction industry.  Early 

tin mining was small and shallow in 

scale confined to washing stream 

deposits or digging trenches on the 

surface of mineral-bearing lodes.  In 

medieval times tin was mainly used 

for the production of pewter and less 

importantly the production of bronze 

and decorative ware.  Technological 

advances in the late 17th century and 

early 18th century saw the 

development of deeper pit mining, so 

that large-scale deep mining was 

firmly established by the mid-18th 

century, and further developed by the 

progressing industrial technologies of 

the 19th century.   

 

3.4.3 The downward pursuit of tin 

through pit mining began to disclose 

lodes of copper causing a shift away 

from tin, and creating a pivotal 

change in the economic structure of 

the mining industry.  Copper mining 

reached its height in the 1820s and 

1830s with tin mining continuing 

alongside, particularly with the 

success of Wheal Eliza.  However, in 
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the 1860s there was a worldwide 

collapse in the price of tin and the 

competition of larger reserves of 

copper being exploited abroad began 

to draw copper mining to a close in 

the 1880s.  From then on the 

extraction industry moved over to 

china clay.  The villages between St 

Austell and Charlestown: Holmbush, 

Mount Charles, Bethel and Sandy 

Bottoms now all joined up, were once 

distinct and separate mining 

settlements and home to hundreds of 

miners employed in the surrounding 

tin and copper mines.  

3.4.4 The mining industry generated 

an extensive range of support 

industries, particularly foundries. The 

Gover Stream valley had been a focus 

for industrial uses since at least the 

medieval period, using flowing water 

as a power source for mills and 

blowing houses.  Blowing houses in St 

Austell are recorded as far back as 

1689.  However, by the 19th century 

most Cornish copper ore was 

transported to the neighbouring South 

Wales coalfield for smelting.  

Nevertheless, local foundries were 

kept busy producing equipment for 

the mines such as shovels, kibbles 

and chains, and some diversified to 

make engines and boilers.   

Carting the china clay Fore Street 

Source:Wheal Martyn Museum 

The arrival of the railway brought 

further work supplying the railway 

companies with components for their 

civil engineering needs such as iron 

bridge construction.  The china clay 

industry, with its changes in 

mechanisation, also kept the foundries 

in business into the 1930s. 

Quarrying 

 

3.4.5 The main quarrying area was 

around the east side of the St Austell 

granite in Luxulyan and Lanlivery, the 

only areas free of kaolinisation. 

Locally quarried granites can be seen 

in the buildings throughout the town 

of St Austell and in the surrounding 

towns and villages, such as 

Charlestown and Luxulyan. Granite 

from this area was also used locally 

for the construction of Par Harbour 

and for the Eddystone lighthouse.  

Large local moorstones, (large stones 

lying freely on the surface of the 
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moorland) were used for the imposing 

Treffry Viaduct built between 1839 

and 1842 by local industrialist Joseph 

Thomas Treffry.  The viaduct was the 

first large viaduct to be built in 

Cornwall and it was used for 

transporting horse drawn wagons and 

water across the Luxulyan Valley.  

 

3.4.6 Carn Grey granite is the main 

building stone used in the older 

buildings in St Austell, for example in 

the Market House, built in 1844.  Local 

granites were also used for building 

from the St Stephens district on the 

west side of the St Austell Granite 

area.  This stone is often referred to 

as ‘St Stephen’s stone’, and is the 

palest coloured granite in Cornwall, 

some variants being almost white in 

colour. 

 

3.4.7 An exotic variant of the granites 

in this area is ‘luxullianite’, which 

consists of black tourmaline and pink 

orthoclase feldspar.  This stone can be 

cut and polished and an outstanding 

example of the use of it can be seen 

at the Porphyry Hall in Fowey.  

Outside of the county it was used for 

the Duke of Wellington’s sarcophagus 

in St Paul’s Cathedral. 

 

3.4.8 Pentewan stone, a felsitic elvan 

rock more fine-grained than granite, is 

one of Cornwall’s finest building 

stones.  Most of it was quarried out of 

a dyke intrusion in a valley just behind 

Pentewan village.  It has superior 

durability compared to the Jurassic 

limestone of the Cotswolds but can 

easily be carved into ornamental 

stonework.  With its straw yellow to 

pale rose pink hues it makes a unique 

visual impact within the built 

environment of the town.  Its most 

conspicuous use in St Austell is the 

15th century church tower of Holy 

Trinity Church with its carvings of the 

twelve apostles along with shields, 

gargoyles and other grotesques.  The 

Society of Friends meeting house at 

the top of High Cross Street is also 

built out of the stone, its restrained 

and simple form showing off the soft 

pastel colours of the stone to great 

effect.  

 

3.4.9 The local Devonian slates have a 

high pyrite content and slowly oxidise 

during weathering, which causes the 

stone to deteriorate, and was 

generally avoided for external work in 

building construction.  However, in the 

form of local freestone, it has been 

used in boundary wall and worker’s 

cottage construction within the town. 
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China Clay 

 

3.4.10 Kaolinization is an alteration 

process caused by injected heated and 

superheated water altering the 

relatively newly formed granites in 

their final phases of igneous activity.  

Being a very active substance the 

superheated water caused chemical 

break down of the feldspars in the 

granite changing it to kaolinite.  Later 

ancient deep weathering provided 

surface water, which exploiting 

fracture lines in the granite leached 

down and produced funnel-shaped 

kaolin deposits.  These kaolinized 

pipes extend down to depths of 250m 

accounting for the deep level of 

disturbance created by the china clay 

extraction industry.  St Austell granite 

has traditionally been the largest 

producer of primary kaolin in the UK. 

 

Why China Clay? 

 

3.4.11 The quest for china clay is 

rooted in the social history of 17th 

century and 18th century Britain.  Until 

those times the main forms of 

domestic pottery available was 

stoneware and slipware, which, then 

offered their own kind of beauty, were 

nevertheless rustic and artisan in 

style.  Porcelain had come from China 

as early as Tudor times but was such 

a rarity that only royalty and the 

aristocracy could afford it, because for 

many years the Chinese had kept the 

constituent mineral elements of 

porcelain a closely guarded secret.   

Following the Renaissance, however, a 

great burst of mercantile activity took 

place across Europe, which not only 

opened up the trading routes to China 

but also allowed for a greater social 

upward mobility within the middle 

classes.  In the mid 17th century tea, 

coffee and cocoa all, arrived in 

London, with tea first being imported 

in 1664.  

 

3.4.12 As tea was so expensive it 

became a kind of status symbol, and a 

whole cultural and ceremonial ritual of 

etiquette began to be constructed 

around the drinking of tea, reinforcing 

that social upward mobility of the 

middle classes.  Chinoiserie, the 

concept of European furniture, 

decoration, and textiles imitating 

Chinese designs, all came into fashion 

because of tea.  The tea trade was 

responsible for what became an 18th 

century obsession – collecting 

porcelain.  Eventually, as the 

Industrial Revolution unfolded 

porcelain eventually became less of a 

luxury item for the upper classes, so 

that by the 19th century it had become 

available across society. 
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3.4.13 When kaolin was discovered in 

England, it was realised that it was of 

a much finer quality than found 

elsewhere in Europe.  A Quaker 

apothecary from Plymouth, William 

Cookworthy recognised the deposits in 

Cornwall in 1746.  He experimented 

with various samples and in 1768 he 

took out a patent to use the material, 

soon producing items at his Plymouth 

Porcelain Factory.  In 1775 Josiah 

Wedgwood came to St Austell to lease 

china clay deposits. 

 

3.4.14 As more potteries made use of 

porcelain, so the demand grew and by 

the early 19th century the kaolin 

industry had become highly 

successful, with many of the potters 

owning rights to mine the material for 

their own companies.  In addition, by 

the middle of the 19th century, china 

clay was increasingly being used as a 

raw material for the production of 

paper, in calicoes and cottons, 

whitewash and plaster, and 

pharmaceuticals.  Today the china 

clay production is less in scale but is 

used in a wide range of industries: 

paper, paint products, cables, natural 

and synthetic rubbers, the building 

industry in concrete, mortar and glass 

fibre, and in agriculture in granular 

fertilisers. 

 

3.4.15 Prior to the coming of the 

railways St Austell was ideally 

situated.  The wagons of china clay 

could be driven down the valleys from 

Hensbarrow through the town to the 

small ports of Pentewan, Charlestown 

and Par.  In the early days of china 

clay production Charlestown was the 

main outlet and at the same time 

imported coal and timber for the 

industry.  Later Par moved into first 

place, and with the coming of the 

railway in 1859, Fowey became the 

leading port with its deep water 

harbour having the capacity to receive 

big ocean-going ships. 

 




