Unlocking Our Coastal Heritage Project:
Poltesco Serpentine Factory and Capstan House

Capstan House prior to
commencement of project

Poltesco is located in the South East of the Lizard Peninsula, close to
the village of Ruan Minor. Much of the lower valley and Carleon Cove
are owned and managed by the National Trust. The Valley lies within
the Cornwall AONB and much is designated as SSSI.
The valley has a long and rich history. The circular capstan house on
the beach dates from the early 1700s and is a reminder of the Cove’s importance as a
centre for pilchard fishing. There is also a long history of water milling in the valley
utilising the presence of the Poltesco river. In Victorian times, a large Serpentine
factory, now ruined, opened in Carleon Cove. The local serpentine rock was cut,
shaped and polished here and the factory exported stoneware, including mantelpieces
and vases, around the world.
Many of the buildings and ruins in the valley are Grade II listed. Today, Poltesco is the
main base for the National Trust Lizard rangers, with a workshop, office and
volunteer accommodation. There is also a small donation car park and simple
education room housed in one of the traditional stone barns. The SWCP passes
through Carleon Cove.
As part of a wider project delivered though the Rural Development Agency (RDA),
the South West Coast Path team (SWCP) and the National Trust, a number of
archaeological sites were selected in order to better conserve, enhance and manage
them. The sites were chosen on the basis that they were on or adjacent to the South
West Coast Path and that they are currently at risk of being irreparably damaged or
lost, or could be made more accessible for wider audiences.
This strand of the project (Strand 1) is entitled “Unlocking our coastal heritage –
protecting the cultural corridor.

At Poltesco, the remains of the serpentine works and in particular the capstan
associated with the pilchard industry, were recognised as being in a poor state of
repair and further deterioration of the remains was likely without remedial work.
Very little survey work had been undertaken within the capstan and its history is little
understood.

There is no on-site interpretation of the important history of the valley, and the
existing information available within the education room is dated and in need of
updating. The history of the site is also poorly interpreted through written media,
especially since the local Coast of Cornwall leaflet is no longer in print.
Objectives of the project
Phase 1: To improve our understanding and knowledge of the capstan house
through archaeological survey and report.
Phase 2: To ensure the future survival of the capstan house and serpentine works
for future generations to enjoy (ensuring that the natural (wildlife/geology) and
historical features of the site are understood and conserved during any works to the
buildings.)
Phase 3: To improve on site and off site interpretation of the important features of
the site.
Phase 1 of the project was undertaken during the summer of 2012. A full
archaeological survey was undertaken to record the standing remains of the buildings
within the project area. This work preceded an excavation, by hand, within the
capstan building. All findings were recorded and a report written. Prior to work
being undertaken, sssi consent was sought from Natural England and a bat survey
undertaken and Scheduled Monument consent applied for.
Prior to any survey work being undertaken, NT staff and volunteers undertook some
essential clearance of vegetation from the study area. This work helped to reveal the
extent of the building and ease the excavations.

Phase 2: Consolidation Work:
A schedule of works was drawn up for the consolidation of the capstan house and
sent out to a number of local specialist building contractors for tendering. Roger
McLean, a specialist in traditional lime work was the chosen contractor.
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After

Inside the capstan following repointing. Holes have been left in the mortar
for roosting bats.

Some essential work was also undertaken to the old serpentine factory. The
distinctive line of old brickwork was in serious state of decay and was in danger of
destabilising a 4m high retaining wall. The contractors were able to replace the
bricks, thus protecting these important ruins for future years.
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The tops of some of the old walls of the derelict serpentine factory were capped to
prevent the ingress of water and further deterioration.

The completed work is protected from further deterioration for future generations.

Phase 3: Interpretation.
The Poltesco valley has a long and rich history and interpretation provided through
this project enables visitors of all ages to:
 Understand the history and uses of Poltesco valley and Carleon Cove:
the serpentine industry, the mills, the pilchard fishery
 Understand the importance of the site and therefore respect and look after
the historical features
 Orientate walkers
 Understand the local geology, geography, wildlife, and appreciate the
management work that NT and SWCP and others undertake locally.
The education room (4.8m X 9m) at Poltesco provided a key opportunity to
interpret the valley and its history, uses and surrounding countryside. As well as being
very popular with local school groups, this room is used for many events so it will
remain a flexible and largely open space. It also acts as a ‘drop-in’ visitor centre which
is regularly left open for visitors/passers by to browse.

Within the room, six interpretation panels have been wall mounted; specifically on
Caring for the coast, Wildlife of Poltesco, Pilchard fishing, How to catch 500,000
pilchards, Milling at Poltesco, and the Serpentine factory. Each of these boards has a
‘lift the flap’ fact on each of these themes. One extra interactive panel ‘Hear the
stories of Poltesco’ is an multi-audio panel telling the stories of a pilchard cellar
worker, a fisherman, a serpentine factory worker, Rachel Holder; the National Trust
ranger and Jabez Druitt the serpentine factory owner. A sign on the door of the
education room welcomes and informs visitors of the display inside. A laminated
walks leaflet has been produced and is available to visitors to borrow for the round
mile walk around Poltesco. A small panel lists this project’s funders. Two cast metal
signs have been erected at the Capstan House and by the Serpentine works.
No problems occurred during this project, all partners worked well and efficiently
together. As an off shoot the design company have been commissioned to create
some more way markers round the coast path at Poltesco and Carleon Bay, these
have not come out of this funding but will continue to improve orientation around
the site. As an experiment, and because there was some funding available as the cast
signs were cheaper than costed, 30,000 beer mats have been produced. These are for
distribution to pubs and cafes in West Cornwall, encouraging walkers in particular, to
visit these sites.

Archaeological Project Summary
South West Archaeology Ltd. were asked by the National Trust to undertake a
programme of building survey, topographic survey, photographic survey and
evaluation trial trenching at the ruinous former serpentine factory at Poltesco, in
Grade/Ruan parish, on The Lizard in Cornwall. This work forms part of the “Unlocking
our coastal heritage – protecting the cultural corridor” project undertaken in collaboration
with the Rural Development Agency and the South West Coast Path team.
Fish cellars are shown at Caerleon Cove on a map of 1695, and the Capstan had been
built by 1770. The Cove was home to a thriving pilchard-fishing operation, which
would have been a notable local employer. After c.1850, the site was turned over to
the manufacture of dressed serpentine, one of only two bespoke serpentine factories
in Cornwall. The early 1860s saw considerable expansion, but the documentary
evidence indicates the enterprise was never particularly successful and was sold three
times in the period 1867-76; it finally ceased operating in c.1893. The buildings
gradually decayed, but were deliberately slighted in the 1930s to prevent them being
converted into holiday lets; the three-storey Warehouse and Capstan House
survived.
As a consequence of the detailed research and survey, the capstan and eroding
elements of the serpentine works were carefully consolidated and an extensive
interpretation project including new information and educational panels were
produced and are being displayed in the nearby educational centre.

