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Cornish Myths and Legends




Cornwall has a vibrant and complex history, dating 
back to the Middle Stone Age, when the first settle-
ments of Celtic tribes, such as the Dumnonii, began. 
The Dumnoii were a Celtic tribe that inhabited 
Cornwall and Devon. They relied heavily on mining 
and trading tin, which is abundant in Cornwall. 
During the Roman occupation of England, the 
Dumnonii were left largely to themselves because 
Roman rule saw no value in Cornwall and therefore 
did not pursue any real invasion. After the Romans 
withdrew from England in the early fifth century, 
the Anglo-Saxon kingdom of Wessex slowly took 
over, resulting in the repression of Celtic tradition 
and language in Cornwall. Around this time, we 
see Christianity become more prominent in the 
area, with figures such as St. Piran becoming highly 
influential. Cornwall has always had a very strong 
seafaring culture, so it’s not much of a surprise 
when, in the Tudor period, we see the height 
of piracy. During the sixteenth and seventeenth 
centuries, the crown would license many sailors as 
privateers. Privateers are essentially pirates who 
have been allowed to attack enemy ships, and with 
Cornwall right at the center of most trading routes, 
it was the perfect location. Eventually, privateers 
became full-on pirates, attacking any ships for profit. 
This was ultimately put to an end by the coastguard 
service, which was formed in 1822. During the 

Industrial Revolution, Cornwall became popular for 
its natural tin and copper resources. By the nine-
teenth century, Cornwall was home to the world’s 
most technologically advanced mining operations. 
This advancement grew the towns in Cornwall, 
created more effective transport within the region, 
and provided jobs for many Cornishmen. As demand 
for tin and copper diminished, the mines and engine 
houses were abandoned. Today, you can still see 
remnants of the mining industry echo throughout the 
region. During the World Wars, Cornwall, especially 
Falmouth became increasingly important, because of 
its costal position and proximity to occupied Europe. 
The RAF (Royal Air Force) established airfields in 
the area, which became key in defending against 
Germain air raiders and the Navy often launched op-
erations from the Cornish harbors. In preparation for 
D-Day, Cornwall hosted thousands of US troops and 
trained for storming up the Cornish coast, eventually 
launching from ports in Devon and Dorset. In recent 
years, Cornwall has become a tourist destination, 
attracting visitors worldwide to its beautiful natural 
landscape and rugged cliffs. Cornish nationalism 
began to grow with the resurgence of the Cornish 
language. In 2002, the UK Government officially 
recognised the Cornish people as one of Britain’s 
Celtic nations, alongside the Welsh, Scots, Irish, and 
Bretons.
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Saint Prian is the patron saint of Cornwall and of 
Tin miners. Originally living in Ireland, he is said 
to have been exiled due to jealousy over his ability 
to heal. He was chained to a millstone and thrown 
out into the open ocean, but when he entered the 
sea, the waters around him calmed down, and he 
gently floated to Cornwall on the fifth of March, 
which would become his feast day. Legend suggests 
that his first disciples, upon landing in Cornwall, 
were not human but loyal creatures, including a 

badger, a fox, and a bear. As word of his miracles 
spread, people from all over England came to hear 
him preach and seek spiritual guidance. The design 
of the Cornish flag is also attributed to St. Piran. 
According to legend, Saint Piran saw white molten 
tin rising from black ore after he lit a fire, leading 
him to adopt the black-and-white colors for his 
banner, which was later adopted by the people of 
Cornwall as a symbol of the region.

Giants in Cornish folklore are common occurrences. 
The most feared giant is Cormoran, who lived with 
his wife, Cormelian, in the Cornish countryside. 
Cormoran was known for stealing sheep and wreak-
ing havoc upon the farmers in the land, and he was 
the first giant to be slain by Jack the giant slayer. It's 
rumoured that you can find his stone heart buried 
deep in the countryside somewhere.
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The beast of Bodmin is said to take the form of a cat 
that prowls around Bodmin Moor, preying on live-
stock and unsuspecting hikers. In 1978, there were 
so many sightings of this large cat that the Ministry 
of Agriculture investigated the creature; however, 
they found no evidence for or against the shadowy 
figure. Some say it was an exotic pet let out into the 

wild, and others say that it is the descendant of an 
extinct species, but one thing is for sure: Bodmin 
Moor is a very dangerous place. 

Probably the most prevalent legend in Cornwall 
is that of King Arthur. We are all familiar with it: 
a chosen king said to be destined to unite all of 
England, the iconic sword in the stone, and his 
mysterious disappearance. But for the Cornish, 
it is closer to the heart. He is said to have been 
born in Tintasel, at the home of Glais, the earl of 
Cornwall. Below Tintasel castle is Merlin's cave. 
Merlin was a Wizard and King Arthur's close 
advisor. Merlin is said to haunt the cave, waiting 
for the day to come when he and King Arthur 
will return to England, spending his days fright-
ening off visitors who venture too deeply into his 
cave. Dozmary Pool, located at Bodmin Moor, 
is said to be the place where Arthur received 
his sword Excalibur from the Lady of the Lake. 
It's also said this is where the sword rests until 
the King comes back to claim it. Many legends 
say that King Arthur has been reincarnated as 
a Cornish Chough, with the bird's bright red 
beak and legs symbolizing the blood from his 
final battle. Through this legend, the Chough 
has become an iconic symbol of Cornwall and 
is featured on its coat of arms. King Arthur is 
very loved and respected in Cornish legends, 
and many people say he will return soon, when 
England needs him most.

Penryn Campus is situated on the Tremough estate. 
It retains many of the features of the original grand 
garden, including the historic walled garden, lime 
tree avenue, and the world-renowned rhododendron 
collection. 
Tremough means ‘pig farm’, with ‘tre’ meaning 
farmstead and ‘mogh’ meaning pigs in the Cornish 
language. This name dates back to the eleventh 
century, offering a glimpse of the area in medieval 
times, when the local aristocratic Carnsew family 
owned the estate 
In 1720, Tremough House was built by John Worth, 
a local merchant, using local granite. The lime tree 
avenue was planted concurrently, making these 
trees over three hundred years old and of national 
importance. The estate was later bought by the Tilly 
family, who made their fortune from Falmouth’s 
shipping industry, once serving as the British Em-
pire’s principal mail port. 
In 1870, the estate was taken on by William Shilson, 
an avid horticulturalist and friend of William Hook-
er, director of the Royal Botanic Gardens of Kew, 
and a famous plant collector. Shilson was among 
the first to realise the climatic benefits of Cornwall 
for cultivating exotic plants, and Hooker sent him 
abundant seeds from his explorations of the world, 

mostly rhododendrons from the Himalayas. He 
participated enthusiastically in the Victorian trend of 
growing exotic plants such as rhododendrons, which, 
to this day, define the great gardens of Cornwall 
and have been emulated across the world, making 
Tremough essential on the world gardening stage. 
The head gardener of the estate, Richard Gill, an 
alumnus of Kew, set up a nursery on the outskirts of 
the estate, growing new varieties of rhododendrons, 
which they imported from Asia, and hybridised 
themselves to create new cultivars. They established 
a business of world repute, selling rhododendrons 
and other exotic plants to the grand gardens of 
Cornwall and broader, with collections as far afield 
as Italy, the United States, and New Zealand, all 
established from Gill’s Stock. Thus, they spread 
plant mania across the world, driven by the fame of 
the Cornish gardens. 
Rhododendron is a highly diverse and interesting 
genus of plants with over 1,000 species, many of 
which are critically endangered or even extinct in 
the wild. Thus, ex situ conservation of these species, 
many of which are featured in Cornish gardens, is
include Rhodendron ‘Shilsonii’, named after the 
former owners of Tremough, and ‘Beauty of Trem-
ough’, one of the most revered cultivars to this day.
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