Clay tales transcription

Introduction to the app
Welcome to the clay trails sensory guide.  This guide has been produced to share and give an insight into the stories of the local community, industrial and domestic heritage.  We have gathered tales from people who have lived and worked in the area.  They have been kind enough to share what life has been like and what the clay industry has meant to them.  You can listen to the stories out on the trail from Wheal Martyn to the A391 using the GPS mode, or from the comfort of your own home, perhaps one of the other trails, or indeed anywhere in the world using the armchair mode.  If you select the GPS mode the stories will start automatically as you wind your way along the trail.  If you want to pause, just follow the instructions on the screen.  Most clips are only a minute or so long.  You will hear 17 during your walk.  If you are somewhere else using the armchair mode, you can play the clips in order or pick and choose as you like.  The Clay Trails app covers a route that is 3.3 miles in total.  It has some steep sections and limited opportunity for seating or resting.  Some of the paths can get muddy in wet weather, and about half way along the route it crosses a road, so please take care.  At the end of this journey if you want to know more about the clay trails, start by visiting our website www.sensorytrust.org.uk where you will find information about this project and helpful links.

So what are the clay trails?  The clay trails wind their way through the unique landscape of Cornwall's china clay mining area offering an insight into both the past and present of an industry, which has shaped the area since the industrial revolution.  China clay or kaolin is still extracted today for use in the paper and ceramics industry and much more.  Discover the turquoise dams coloured by fine particles of mica.  Marvel at the Cornish Alps, the towering clay tips made up of excavation waste.  Explore the ruins of the industrial buildings such as the drying chimneys.  You will also see a landscape that has been regenerated through careful considered planting.  A landscape that has become a haven for wildlife, especially birds, bees and butterflies.  So keep your senses open and alert and enjoy a hidden gem of Cornwall brought to life by the people who know it best.
Changes in the Clay 

Ivor Balditch has had a lifetime involvement working in clay for over 48 years explains how the clay industry has impacted on the rivers, landscape and wildlife. 

Now operating for over 260 years and to date over 160 million tonnes of saleable clay have been moved to various markets all over the world.  The industry has made a major impact on the environment because of the nature of the mining operation which generates up to 9 tonnes of waste for every tonne of saleable product.  The waste is made up of non clay bearing granite, sand and gravel and the mineral mica and over the years most of the material has been dumped at the surface, creating the unique lunar landscape.

The industry however was coming in under increasing pressure really from the 1960's onwards to start looking at landscaping and one of the first major moves was to assess the impact of what was going down the rivers.  The three rivers coming out of clay country, the Par River in the East, St Austell River in the centre and the River Fal on the West all carried large volumes of micaceous residue out to sea.  And the rivers ran white, hence the term, the White River, White River place.  The industry was shocked to find that perhaps a quarter of a million tonnes of saleable clay was also going down the rivers.  So throughout the 1960's projects were worked upon to really clean up the rivers.  And by the early 1970's the residue stopped flowing to the rivers and they were impounded in the clay or production area itself.
Part of the impounding involved identifying some of the older workings which had been exhausted and back filling them.  And on the clay trail route a good example can be seen at West Carclaze and Treverbyn pits both active until the early 1970's which became filled with residues.

The Dryers
Clarice Westlake was married to Tom, a clay worker, describes what it was like to work in the dryers, and how some days Tom would come home a complete mess!

The, I think they called them the pans, that the wet clay was spread on.  And the fires were underneath.  And a) you had to stoke the fires, b) when the clay was considered dry enough, it was cut off in cakes of clay which would have been very heavy anyway.  But when it was considered dry enough, you had to stand on top to shovel them off, to get them off.  So he was standing on the heat underneath.  And by then it was probably quite dusty because they dried.  So it was not a good job but it paid better.  Oh yeah coming home white and sometimes the clothes quite stiff because if you were on the hose or somewhere like that where water was involved, and the moist clay was dried on you.  And of course when it dried on you, you sort of had, a bit like the abdominal snowman because your dungarees were stiff.

Kettle boys and pastys
Reg Hancock started work as a kettle boy, he describes what it was like and how he accidentally warmed a cream pasty one day! 
A kettle boy, it was to put the pasties in the oven for the men, boil the kettle, keep the lodge clean, go down in the pit to fetch the water.  It were on a stream.  And any tools that they wanted sharpening or anything like that.  I had a good yarn about one.  The kettle boy who'd go the crib man’s bags as you call it, and you'd take in their pasties and put them in the oven.  But this particular one, he didn't say to put the pasty, but I put it in the oven.  And when he come to crib he said, where's me pasty then boy?  I said in oven.  He took it out and put it on the floor, put his foot on it and it was full of cream and apple.  He never said nothing about warming them.  Cream and apple everywhere.

Jack Clemo 
Jack Clemo was born in 1916 in a small granite cottage in the foot of a waste dump on Goonamarris slip in the heart of clay country where he lived almost all of his life.  Clemo wrote novels, autobiographies, stories and a spiritual manifesto, though is best remembered for his poetry.  Jack Clemo went deaf when still in his teens and then blind in his late 30s.  He died in 1994 in his wife's hometown of Weymouth in Dorset.
Crab Country by Jack Clemo
Pincer movement on the hills.

Salty clay-crabs advance, edging sideways

Or straight ahead over fields, lanes and thickets.

The whole scarp slowly fills

With vast crusted shells, gleaming like armour,

And the gravelly claws

Baulk the bus, stop the plough of the farmer.

At night an eye glitters on each humped crest:

The unwinking flares watch the valley – 

No stars are needed here.

The eyes have grown fiercer,

Once lanterns, now arc-lights. I sleep

Almost encircled while the crabs creep,

And I wake on shores of protest.

The road to the chapel has been seized

In the new expansion.

Cracked lumps climb and pry

Where the old folk leaned on their sticks

In Sunday spate about their rivered mansion,

And the lovers slipped guardedly by

To stir tides in field gateways.

There too, as I winged to a weekday service,

Birds quivered in their nests

When petrol fumes, dust-clouds from lorries,

Dimmed for a moment the spring hedgerows’ glories.

I have known the clay-crabs’ tactics all my life,

Been tolerant and made them symbols;

But I can no longer praise

For the claw-beaten flower, the shell-snapped tree.

Too much of beauty was nipped and slowed

In the intricate strife:

What maimed the bloom has blocked the chapel road.

I am driven to a deeper unity,

A point where sap and prayer,

Seed and creed, tenderly swell,

Sharing the same exemption

From probe of the pincer and crush of the shell.

Coopers, casks and covers
Graham Pinch shares the tale of a clay worker who pinched a cask lid and was confronted by the pit captain.

There was coopers down here in the cooperage, down here opposite Goonbarrow railway junction.  The cooperage was just into the right of that.  And these here coopers would make these wood casks and of course there was clay loaded in they, put in they.  Well over here Wheal Henry Pit, I remember Wheal Henry Pit, it's just at the back of us here.  Of course it been stopped for donkeys years.  But as a boy I remember that pit working.  And the captain was Mr Will Stackhouse.  And he told the tale one day, he was over in the evening looking down in the pit.  I might have been having pipe of tobacco, but he was the captain there.  And he seen a gentlemen I won't mention no names.  But he saw a gentlemen coming up the Goonbarrow line with the top of a cask under his arm, a wood cask see.  So he said, my man, he said his name.  See but I won't mention no -- he said, my man he said, they’ll be a coopers short tomorrow of a cover.  He said, don't worry no about it captain.  He said, I carried a cask home yesterday.
The bagging plant

Ken Curnow worked on the bagging plant where you had to fill 21 tons of clay into sacks before you could go home. 

Went to Blackpool Bagging Plant for 8 years.  That was when we would sort of go in and you would have a set tonnage to do for your day.  And when you've done that tonnage, all the lorries are loaded to go to Par docks you could go home.  Most days was only 4 hours at the longest.

So this was literally filling sacks I take it?

Yes, paper sacks in the main Bagging Plant if you went down the bottom where the linhays was on the rail sidings you would load 200 weight bags which was hessian bags.  And you load up with a shovel and scales.  Weigh your own 21 tonne a man, which was really hard work.

That was a day?

Yes per day, 21 tonne.  I remember there was a man called Art Phillips and if you parked your scales close to his he'd help to fill yours cos he would be that messy, half of what he was - even his would go past his and come into yours.  So you'd probably end up only having to do 15 tonne.  He'd do the rest for you which is quite good.  Everybody wanted to park next to him.  But yes, that was hard work but it didn't seem to hurt us too much, we done it.  Cos you're young I s'pose.

The pits around Bugle

Graham describes the amount of pits in the Bugle area and how you would know it was crib time when all the hooters went off.

When I was a boy going school 'ere, there was pits right around Bugle, North Goonbarrow, in Perro, Wheal Hope, Wheal Henry, Rosevean, Wheal Hannah, further over towards Penwithick, Lantern, and Treskilling.  They was all pits that was working then.  But after that, I should say about the middle 30s, '33 '34, there was a slump.  There wasn't many jobs then.  But they said back then there would be about 20 blokes chasing one job.  It got slack.  Well of course, with all the works around and some privately owned, the old timers used to say if you fell out with the captain in one pit in the morning, you were given other job in afternoon in another pit.  And course, these here different pits you would hear them from in school, 10 o' clock around about that time, they all had hooters.  They was going crib.  Every pit had a hooter, you hear them and think oh they're going crib now them.
Bands, teams and social life
Glenys Crossman talks about the different social events within the clay communities and how they were always working towards the next celebration.

I remember all associated as I say with the band, the villages.  Every village seemed to have its own band which was lovely.  We even had our own football team which there again, that sort of caused great rivalries against all the villages.  They all had their own football teams.  I think that was the thing that sort of kept families together.  Because we were all sort of working for the next whatever was sort of coming up, the carnivals and all of it.  We were always sort of meeting groups and all and what we were going do.  And that was very much the social side of it.

The force of the monitors
Peter Grigg tells the story of the high pressure water hoses used to blast the pit walls and just how much damage they can do.

By being a kettle boy you weren't only looking after the canteen, we used to relieve the hose men as well when they went crib.  So when they went crib you worked the hose.  Well that was a nice job that was.  And that hose was I think used to be 2.5 inch nozzles up to a 2 inch nozzle.  I don't think I seen any bigger in Blackpool at that particular time.  But that hose would move terrific stuff.  I remember a driver there they used to come down and tip the butt up and wash the clay out the back of the butt because it used to get stuck up.  And he took the hose from one side, swung it around and washed out his butt, and he forgot and swung it back the other side, and he knocked the telegraph pole right off.  Just be going past, he'd broken off.  That was the power out they hoses.  And I've also seen somebody do the same sort of thing hit the search lighthouses and flatten they as well.  They reckon they cut you in half, if you put your fingers up the end they'd take your fingers off, there was that much pressure.  Yeah, and the nozzles were made of phosphorous bronze and they used to get cut to pieces by the water.  I s'pose there was a bit of mica in it as well.

Your audio journey continues on the path back to Wheal Martyn, if you walk on towards Eden the stories will start again when you return back past this point. You don’t need to do anything if you leave the app running the stories will start again automatically. 

The Excavator by Jack Clemo

I stand here musing in the rain

This Sabbath evening where the pit-head stain

Of bushes is uprooted, strewn

In wagon-tracks and puddles,

While the fleering downpour fuddles

The few raw flowers along the mouldering dump – 

Ridge hollowed and rough-hewn

By the daily grind and thump

Of this grim excavator. It shields me

From lateral rain-gusts, its square body turned

To storm-lashed precipices it has churned.

I feel exultantly

The drip of clayey water from the poised

Still bar above me; thrilling with the rite

Of baptism all my own,

Acknowledging the might

Of God’s great arm alone;

Needing no ritual voiced

In speech or earthly idiom to draw

My soul to His new law.

The bars now hinged o’erhead and drooping form

A Cross that lacks the symmetry

Of those in churches, but is more

Like His Whose stooping tore

The vitals from our world’s foul secrecy.

This too has power to worm

The entrails from a flint, bearing the scoop

With every searching swoop:

That broken-mouthed gargoyle

Whose iron jaws bite the soil,

Snapping with sadist kisses in the soft

White breasts of rocks, and ripping the sleek belly

Of sprawling clay-mounds, lifting as pounded jelly

Flower-roots and bush-tufts with the reeking sand.

I fondle and understand

In lonely worship this malicious tool.

Yes, this is Christian art

To me men could not school

With delicate aesthetes. Their symbols oft

Tempt simple souls like me

Whom Nature meant to seal

With doom of poetry,

And dowered with eye and brain

Sensitive to the stain

Of Beauty and the grace of man’s Ideal.

But I have pressed my way

Past all their barren play

Of intellect, adulthood, the refined

Progressive sickness of the mind

Which throws up hues and shapes alien to God’s

Way with a man in a stripped clay desert. Now

I am a child again,

With a child’s derision of the mentors’ rods

And a child’s quick pain,

Loving to stand as now in outlawed glee

Amid the squelching mud and make a vow

With joy no priest or poet takes from me.

I cannot speak their language; I am one

Who feels the doggerel of Heaven

Purge earth of poetry; God’s foolishness

Laugh through the web man’s ripening wisdom spun;

The world’s whole culture riven

By moody excavations Love shall bless.

All staining rhythms of Art and Nature break

Within my mind, turn grey, grow truth

Rigid and ominous as this engine’s tooth.

And so I am awake:

No more a man who sees

Colour in flowers or hears from birds a song,

Or dares to worship where the throng

Seek Beauty and its old idolatries.

No altar soils my vision with a lax

Adult appeal to sense,

Or festering harmonies’ magniloquence.

My faith and symbol shall be stark.

My hand upon these caterpillar-tracks

Bogged in the mud and clay,

I find it easier to pray:

“Keep far from me all loveliness, O God,

And let me laud

Thy meaner moods, so long unprized;

The motions of that twisted, dark,

Deliberate crucial Will

I feel deep-grinding still

Under the dripping clay with which I am baptized.”

A lucky escape
Ken Curnow tells the story of a pit face coming down just after he had finished working on it, a lucky escape!

Virginia Pit is very close to Melbur Pit but it's in like the Fal valley.  We'd got all the water pumped out the pit and then I did work on the pit for a very short time.  I can remember down there being on a one night on a hose, and this was a hand hose where you just had a little tin hut right up will be the handle of the hose and you'd be working the hose.  And this was night shift comin' the end of the night.  You think it's time to lock up the hose now and go back.  And I went about 20 yards away from the hose and I heard an almighty rumble.  And the whole face come down and buried the hose and the hose hut, which I was in all night up until that.  And I missed being buried up by a matter of a minute.  Cos all the face was quite loose after being in water for something like 40, 50 years.  And of course it was all like neat clay and put in the hose in in night shift with no lights, you didn't really know what you was washing.  And obviously I must have undermined it during the night and then it came down and buried the whole thing up no sooner I walked away from the hose hut.  So I was extremely lucky there.
The life that they led
Mary Pethick shares how hard her father worked, being both a clay worker and looking after their small holding. No time to relax for him! 

We was living at Gunheath.  I lived on a small holding so I mean my father was kept going with work, before he went on the clay work to work, and when he came home.  I think he used to come home at half past three, something like that.  And it was have a cup of tea, out into the yard and you start on that.  We had horse and cows and pigs all had to be tendered.  So I mean that was the life he lived, running the small holding and on the clay work as well.  Then it would be well nearly bedtime, time he come in like, not time like to do much sitting down and that.  Well then early morning, it was on again with the small holding and then on to his work which I forget now, it used to be about 7 o'clock start or something like that I think.  So I mean, that was the life that they led back then.

Restoration
Ivor Balditch has had a lifetime involvement working in clay for over 48 years explains how the clay industry has impacted on the rivers, landscape and wildlife. 

As well as looking at the cleaning up of the rivers, the industry was also taking a much broader look at the whole of the landscape issues.  And we actually formulated a landscaping section within the estates department in the early 1970s, which at peak employed 30 people.  And we had our own tree nursery growing young trees.  The tree planting programme together with planting grass and heathland became a major drive throughout the 70s, 80s and 90s.  And today of course you can witness the large areas which have been restored.  Just to quote some figures, over 1500 acres of heathland have been created within the mid Cornwall clay district.  Over 1500 acres of broadleaf woodland which involved the planting of over 1 million trees.
Snowfall by Jack Clemo
Here with a burly flutter and sting

The snow-blast scampers winnowing,

And dribble of foam-flakes seeps and bores

Through clay-dump thickets, under doors;

While flurry of snow-mist rises where

The waggons tug till rails are bare.

The smoke is battered round the stacks;

Soot falls with snow on trolley-tracks.

Even the mica-channel planks

And narrow walls of settling-tanks

Are frilled and ice-splashed there between

The frozen pools now sickly green.

The pit-edge merges with the fields,

A softened gash the clay-bone shields;

Beyond it in the valley’s fold

Virginia woods loom taut and cold.

Horse dung
With all the horse drawn carts in the 30’s you would also get horse dung all over the roads, Graham explains how this would be collected and put on the gardens. 

Going back many years, when we was boys going school you would hear these clay wagons going down, horse drawn of course.  And you would hear the wheels screeching, and they was going down Bugle Station to a wharf down there where they was loaded into the railway trucks, all horse drawn.  And when you come out dinner time, well there weren't many pavements you know, not in they days in early 30s.  We used to come out from school and the road would be steaming with horse dung.  And course with no pavements you was liable kick it round a bit.  See, yes you was liable kick it round a bit.  But you would see people out with a sifter and bucket picking up so much as they could for the carrot in the garden.

Toe rags
The daughters of clay workers describe the tough working conditions and how the men would keep their feet warm and dry. 

I remember my dad working on the clay works at Trethosa.  And every evening bring their toe rags what they called home, from an hessian bag.  And they used to cut them in squares and wrap them around their feet.

They'd be streaming.  I had to line them out on the grate to dry for next morning so they could put them on again.

Inside of their boots or Wellingtons to keep them warm, and help to keep them dry as well.

I remember seeing the steam coming off them.

Yes I can Joyce.

Well when they were drying, you know.

Dried them by the fire ready for the next morning.

Yes.  The only thing I was aware of was seeing is the chaps on his hands, the great thick deep chaps on his hands.  That's the other thing I remember about hardship more than anything else when I was young.

And filling up their lamps to put on their bicycles with carbon.  As I say, they had to work rain or shine.

The Exit by Jack Clemo

Along the railway line that evening,

From the small fenced wharf at Slip bridge

Straight on above the pool to the siding,

Every few steps I scattered farewell words,

Or fragments of them, shred after shred

Torn by relentless fingers, and a dream was dead.

I could not burn that message:

The spurt of flame, the ashes in the cold grate,

Would be too intense an admission,

Leaving scorch-marks like fate.

Better let the sting rot in the mud,

Barred out from my heart’s blood.

So I took the stiff card and walked to the wharf

Where the black trucks stood taut and indifferent,

Grimy chains hanging down, buffers silent

As I stumbled past, evading the full blow.

Over the spilled sand-ridge

The sky was tender – scarcely a cloud at dusk.

I saw that no-one watched me,

And the hard white flakes began to fall

Between sleepers, into ruts of the path:

And beyond the siding the main line turned away,

Like my heart, towards open clay.

The end of the trail
Here we are your journey's end.  We hope this has given you a flavour of the china clay landscape and its people.  Maybe this will inspire you to explore other parts of the trails, or if you were listening in armchair mode, some part of the trails one day.  If you need further information about the accessibility of the trails, then visit our website www.sensorytrust.org.uk where you will find helpful links.

