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CHINA CLAY 

Historic environment character  

The visual and physical attributes for this Community Network Area (CAN) have been 
summarised within the Cornwall and isles of Scilly Landscape Character Study 
(CSLCS), incorporating most of CA17 and parts of CA14, CA39 and CA40. See links at 
http://www.cornwall.gov.uk/default.aspx?page=19002     

The summary descriptions within the CSLCS give a broad-brush analysis of historic 
character, appearance and landscape, but with the following caveats: 

1. Although the core of the area is dominated by the china clay industry on and 
around the Hensbarrow granite uplands, there are significant smaller areas 
within this broad zone of markedly different character, particularly in the deep 
valleys, on the fringing slopes and on some of the remnant 
moorland/fragmented farmlands within the massif. The CNA also extends into 
some adjacent historic landscapes shared with neighbouring CNAs. 
Management decisions within these zones cannot be made in isolation without 
considering the effects on those adjoining areas - in particular recognising the 
historic links between lowland farming settlement and upland grazing areas 
which created historic settlement and communications patterns. 

2. Experience has shown (for instance through Planning appeals around the St 
Dennis area) that the broad-brush characterisation of the Clay area does not 
provide sufficient detail to describe some of these older, more complex sub-
areas, and HLC analysis, particularly with current revision processes, is 
necessary for site and area-specific decision making.   

3. The early evidence of the China Clay industry is of considerable heritage 
significance in its own right, and the sites and monuments associated with it, 
although being lost as much as the underlying landscape, are a cultural 
resource of great importance. Although not within the WHS, these features are 
of comparable significance (including the leats, mills, drys etc. largely found in 
the valleys, other industrial buildings and workings such as the iconic sky-tips 
and including the associated industrial settlements.  

4. The huge views possible from and into the Hensbarrow area make these sites of 
particular significance - the scale of the modern clay workings continues to 
adversely affect their context and setting over a huge area of mid Cornwall. 

5. Despite the sometimes overawing scale of the clay works, there is a remarkable 
survival not only of C19 farms, enclosures and smallholdings, but of islands of 
early medieval landscapes, comparable in some pockets to those more famous 
areas around Zennor (these areas have been considerably undervalued as part 
of the character of the area), later medieval landscapes centred on fine church 
towns and a network of church paths, and the remnants of what must have 
been one of the richest prehistoric landscapes in Cornwall, e.g. St Stephen's 
Beacon, St Dennis,  Hensbarrow Beacon.  

6. There is a broad distinction between the old settlement patterns on the 
sweeping northern slopes set within old field systems, and the more enclosed, 
valley-bottom settlement in the south, stretching up into the higher ground. 
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7. There are no significant towns within the area- historically the northern part 
looked to St Columb Major, or Truro, the south to St Austell, but the villages, 
especially the church towns (St Stephen's St Dennis, Roche), contain very high 
quality buildings and streetscapes, not sufficiently recognised by designation or 
past management and planning regimes, and the same can be said for some of 
the industrial villages - Nanpean, for instance. 

8. The need for communication routes to service industry has left a legacy of 
railways, roads, bridges, stunning viaducts and engineering works characteristic 
of the area. 

9. While the CSLCS gives a reasonable overview of the character of these broad 
areas, greater refinement from an HE point of view is required in dealing with 
site specific proposals and issues, in both the core Clay areas and the outlying 
landscapes. 

Evidence base 

 Historic Industrial Settlement Surveys - St Dennis, Roche, Nanpean, Foxhole, 
Bugle, Stenalees, A link to these can be found at http://www.historic-
cornwall.org.uk/  

 Extensive Urban Survey: St Austell (northern part) - A link to these can be 
found at http://www.historic-cornwall.org.uk/  

 China Clay Industrial Surveys eg. St Austell China Clay Area; Sky tip 
assessment; Tregargus Valley Survey; Garker; Wheal Martyn; Goonvean. For 
further information contact The Cornwall & Scilly Historic Environment Record  

 Historic Environment projects ahead of ROMPS agreement eg. Rostowrack; 
Trelavour; Goonvean Area 4c; Goverseth; For further information contact the 
The Cornwall & Scilly Historic Environment Record which contains details of 
over 50,000 archaeological and historical sites, monuments, buildings, artefacts 
and landscapes. It can now be searched online via  the Heritage Gateway   
For further information see 
http://www.cornwall.gov.uk/default.aspx?page=8528 The Cornwall & Scilly 
Historic Environment Record contains details of over 50,000 archaeological and 
historical sites, monuments, buildings, artefacts and landscapes. It can now be 
searched online via  the Heritage Gateway   For further information see 
http://www.cornwall.gov.uk/default.aspx?page=8528. Many of the reports can 
be accessed as grey literature through the CC Intranet mapping pages and 
through the mapping link at http://www.historic-cornwall.org.uk/  

 Protected landscapes –Goss Moor SAC; AGLV (incidentally protecting heritage 
assets such as tin streaming remains) 

 A number of Scheduled monument management Surveys: many designated 
sites have been surveyed as part of an ongoing programme of management 
works. Many of the reports can be accessed as grey literature through the CC 
Intranet mapping pages and through the mapping link at http://www.historic-
cornwall.org.uk/  

 Large scale archaeological excavations eg. Trethurgy Round; A30 corridor; 
Scarcewater; St Austell Distributer Road  
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 Historic Landscape Characterisation. See link at 
http://www.cornwall.gov.uk/default.aspx?page=22352  

Missing Evidence 

 Conservation Area designations   

 Conservation Area appraisals   

 industrial heritage assessments/management plans  

 Detailed Historic Landscape Characterisation (Historic Landscape 
Characterisation) appraisals. A more subtle HLC would, for example, separate 
out the various forms of industry comprising relict industrial landscapes. It is 
likely that the remains of the china-clay industry or of various forms of 
quarrying would be markedly different from the generally earlier and more 
confined remains of tin and copper mining. 

Threats 

 major development proposals around St Austell are actually targeting 
Greenfield land rather than remnant clay works because of difficulties in 
developing the industrial sites 

 major developments will have infrastructure/road impacts across wide area 

 Continuing clay processing 

 Investment blight caused by maintaining mineral rights even where no working 
is underway – lack of investment in farms etc 

 Unemployment and social deprivation – lack of inward investment 

 Lack of understanding of varied quality of historic resource 

 Under-represented by statutory designations (partly as result of code-of-
practice agreement) 

Major Heritage at Risk  

 Carlyon Farm Drys 

 Various isolated chimneys/drys 

 Chapel Mill Tregargus 

 Menador 

 Hensbarrow SM 

 Nonconformist chapels 

Current Projects 

 ROMPS and code of practice in early renewal stages 

 Eco-town development and  associated historic appraisals  
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 Discovering the Extraordinary World Heritage Project 

  

Proposed projects depending on resources 

 Revision and updating of the China Clay Industrial Surveys 1991 survey 

 Buildings at risk management 

 Historic Landscape Characterisation HLC revision 

 Conservation Area designations   

 Review of statutory designations 

 Harness huge local community interest and support for area as part of 
interpretation and presentation of heritage/cultural resource 

 Council owned highway heritage assets 

 Cornish Character project to look at heritage assets and local distinctiveness 

  


