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Fr Francis Marsden

To Mr Kevin Flaherty, Editor, Catholic Times


The flag of St Piran, a white cross on a black background, flies over Cornwall, or Kernow. The First Great Western trains rumble past the Plymouth naval dockyards, and edge out onto the Saltash bridge under its gigantic inscription: “I. K. Brunel 1859.”  

The Tamar and Tavy estuaries are spread out beneath, full of yachts and dinghies, while on the 1961 road toll bridge alongside the bilingual notices proclaim “Welcome to Cornwall.”


The place names hint at many an obscure saints one has never heard of. St Nonna of Altarnun turns out to have been the mother of St David of Wales; St Mullion or Melan and St Petroc, both Welsh missionaries; St Morwenna, St Just, St Mawgan, St Neot or Anietus, St Ia of St Ives, St Issy, St Probus, St Ruan, St Winnow, St Breaca, St Cledarus, St Endelienta.


“There are more saints in Cornwall than there are in heaven” ran an old Cornish saying.


John Betjeman described the county as his “sweet brown home of Celtic saints,” and was buried at St Enodoc’s chapel amidst the sand dunes near Padstow, a church almost overwhelmed and filled by the dunes in the mid 19th century: in order to celebrate an annual service there and keep the church open, the vicar had to be lowered in through a hole in the roof. 


Nowadays we think of the sea as a barrier. We live in an age of motorways and airports. Land and air transport are fast and easy.


Go back before Telford dreamt of tarmac, and the sea was the great highway. Go back a millenium, and for the Celts around the western shores, the sea was their superhighway, linking Wales, Cornwall, Brittany, Ireland, Man, Galloway and the Hebrides.


With its drowned river estuaries, green hills and palm trees, Cornwall gives us a pointer to things to come, if the obsessive apocalyptic about global warming and rising sea levels ever proves true. 

The lack of any flat land forces the A roads to ride up and down the steep hills. Railways swing across viaducts and and curve though tunnels to maintain a level course, and trains still need two hours from Saltash to Penzance. 10-minute ferry rides connect small fishing ports twenty miles apart by road.

Two of my targets were the westernmost and the most southerly points of the English mainland: Land’s End and the Lizard. I travelled to Land’s End by double-decker bus, brushing the noverhanging foliage along single track twisting lanes.  

What awaits the visitor at Land’s End? The West Country Shopping Village! Instead of gazing out over the placid Atlantic, you can stock up on ciders, chutneys, fudge and jewellery, or visit the Dr Who exhibition, full of daleks and cybermen. Or you can watch “Coast” on TV! The marketing men never miss a retail opportunity!

One can easily escape the massive car park and shrine to consumerism, to gaze at the cliffs and the ocean. To my joy, beyond the offshore lighthouses, the Scilly Isles were just perceptible through binoculars. Way north west lie Waterford and Cork, but the signs were only interested in indicating New York (3347 miles) and John O’Groats (874 ).

An open top bus takes you further round the north coast, through St Just and Zennor, where one John Davey, died in 1891. According to his memorial inscription on the church porch, he was “the last to possess any considerable knowledge of the Cornish language.”

It grew windier and colder. Oncoming motorists frequently had to reverse out of our way. The derelict tin mines and their chimney stacks were a reminder of why the Romans – even Greeks and Phoenicians – sought out the British Isles so long ago. The Romans envied our tin and lead and copper, just as our companies now exploit African resources. 

The next day, the Lizard proved far more peaceful. The striking coastal scenery comprises stacks and arches and the black rock called serpentine. Dutch and German cars remind us that we enjoy a wild and scenic coastline which they have none of.

In the middle ages, Cornwall fell within the Catholic diocese of Exeter. The Saxons gained a toehold first at St German’s, just across from Plymouth, where they founded a cathedral. In 909 however, because of Viking raids, this was transferred to Crediton in Devon. In 1050 Bishop Leofric snubbed his parishioners by complaining that he didn’t like living in a mere village. He was granted permission to move his see to the walled city of Exeter.

The Catholic see of Exeter fell vacant after the Reformation, and was technically abolished in 1849, to be replaced by the diocese of Plymouth. 

In Anglican reckoning, the Exeter diocese continued, but was divided in 1877, when the new Cornish diocese of Truro was established. J.L.Pearson was the architect chosen to construct a new cathedral, the first for 500 years in England, and he left us a masterpiece in Early English Gothic, erected in Cornish granite. Pearson never liverd to see its completion in 1910, but it was still his masterwork. Its three spires stand out above the small city, the river estuary in the background.

Truro Cathedral was also the largest stained glass project ever accomplished up to that date. It has one of the finest sets of Victorian stained glass in existence. Of the three rose windows, one is a stunningly beautiful portrayal of Pentecost, with the Holy Spirit central, then angels, and the twelve apostles as one moves outwards. A second is on the theme of Creation, with God the Father at the centre.

The Church’s lancet windows try to encompass the whole of Christian history.  This makes for some uneasy bedfellows. We begin with Fathers of the Church, ancient English and Cornish saints, even medieval popes and continental saints, and then move on to Protestant reformers, John Wesley, and Her Majesty Queen Victoria.

For a more distinctively Catholic angle, I visited Launceston, inland on the border with Devon. The ancient castle keep, once a stronghold of the Dukes of Cornwall, stands on a mound looking out over the rooftops. The ducal presence made Launceston the old county town. 

It was from this castle on St Andrew’s Day, November 30th 1577, that St Cuthbert Mayne was dragged to the town market place to be hanged, drawn and quartered. His crimes: possessing a copy of the 1575 Papal Bull proclaiming the Holy Year, extolling the authority of the Bishop of Rome, distributing Agnus Deis and administering the Lord’s supper “in the papistical manner.” 

Cuthbert Mayne was born in 1544 near Barnstaple. His uncle was an Anglican minister under Elizabeth I, and enjoyed a rich benefice. He saw his nephew through Barnstaple Grammar School and St Alban’s Hall, Oxford, where Cuthbert graduated in 1567, was ordained in the Church of England, and became chaplain to St John’s College. His character was naturally one of gentle and mild serenity, a sweetness commented upon by all who knew him.

It was the words and example of Gregory Martin and Edmund Campion, who both left Oxford to convert to Catholicism, which brought about Cuthbert’s crisis of faith. He prevaricated, fearing to upset his generous uncle and be separated from his parents. In late 1570 he left Oxford, to avoid being interrogated about his Catholic sympathies, and returned to the West Country. In 1573 he sailed for France, to enter the Catholic seminary at Douai.

Ordained priest in 1575, he returned to Cornwall in 1576, and settled at the manor house of one Francis Tregian, a fervent Catholic at Golden near Probus. He acted as steward on the manor and ministered widely as a priest.

Word however leaked out. One year later Mayne and Tregian were arrested by the county Sheriff, Richard Grenville. Mayne was jailed at Launceston and put on trial there. He was condemned to death despite the lack of firm proof. The judge jeered: “Doubtless you have heard that this Mayne is a priest, and there was found in his chamber an iron tool with which he fashions his god, with a cloth to wipe chalices and a missal….from this I infer that he has said Mass.”

Nevertheless he was offered his freedom if he would affirm on oath that Queen Elizabeth was Supreme Head of the Church of England. “The Queen neither was nor is nor ever shall be Head of the Church of England,” he replied.

The sheriff’s deputy mercifully insisted upon letting Cuthbert Mayne hang until he was dead, lest he experience his disembowelling and quartering. The butcher wrenched out the martyr’s heart to display to the excited crowd. His body parts were hung above the gates of Launceston Castle, in Bodmin, Barnstaple, Tregony (near Mr Tregian’s home) and Wadebridge – to scare the whole county away from Catholicism. Within a month the savage butcher went mad and died a violent death.

St Cuthbert Mayne was the first of the 140 young men trained in overseas seminaries to be executed for the Catholic Faith, and he was also the first convert clergyman to suffer martyrdom. Beatified in 1886, he was canonized in 1970 amongst the Forty Martyrs. May he pray for us today.

He was found guilty on all counts despite the lack of evidence

