MEYN MAMVRO | 60 | Summer 2006 meynmamvro.co.uk/archive

e P e R < < T < 2 R 3
S S S S O] eSS s

G = < < = - - < 2 ez &
e T T Tte s s oottt

.‘/./-/./; 4-’-/.‘/-‘/—‘:/}}

SACRED CAVES ISSUE - HISTORY & RITUAL @
NEW HENGE DISCOVERED IN CORNWALL @
CASPN @ CEMG @ NEWS @ REVIEWS @
*plus* CORNWALL'’S COLOURFUL SITES



MEYN MAMVRO | 60 | Summer 2006 meynmamvro.co.uk/archive

CONTENTS
Editorial o : e =tip.
Cornish Earth Mysteries Group Lt RS AV Y v e
BenWithiPaganaM Ot & p.3
News: Wooden Henge found in Cornwall ........ccoeeececeeaecen. .p. 4
CASPN News Round-up ......... ; e e p=5
View from the Islands - Tyto Alba .. B p. 6
Cornwall s 'Sacred/Caves feature ... tout Lt R P- 7
Cornish Caves: folklore and cult-PetenRose il Lo p.8
* Cornwall’s Colourful Sites - CaVves .............cccecoeneemmmeerecnciinenens p.12
Ritual at Holywell Caves - Cheryl Straffon & Jackie Dash ..... p.14
Holy Well - Rose Lewis ..c............. e R SRR A R R ..p-17
St.Agnes Cave & Holy Well - Gera|dme McCarthy ....... $tuliacsuiois o p.18
BooluReviews = oo gt Tt e A L p.22
The Pipers Tune st b b e B o S p.24

Articles [c] MM & authors. Thanks to Andy Norfolk for front cover artwork.

Meyn Mamvro Address: S1 Cai-n Bosavern, St.Just, Penzance, Cornwall TR19 7QX
Phone: 01736-787612 (24hr ansaphone). ~ Website: www. meynmamvro co.uk
E-mail: cheryl. straﬁon@meynmamvro freeserve.co.uk

sue aston CDs
poetry
photography
sacred sites

genius loci, chy an bryally, 15 Primrose Close, Goldsithney,
Penzance, Cornwall, TR20 9JL TEL: 01736 719342

www.geniusloci.co.uk




MEYN MAMVRO | 60 | Summer 2006 meynmamvro.co.uk/archive

Flggn Mamvro

STONES OF OUR MOTHERLAND

EARTH ENERGIES * ANCIENT STONES * SACRED SITES * PAGANISM * LEYPATHS
CORNISH PRE-HISTORY & CULTURE * MEGALITHIC MYSTERIES * LEGENDS & FOLKLORE

Just as work got underway restoring Madron Baptistry (Well-Chapel) in late
2005/early 2006, the site was attacked and badly vandalised, causing damage to the
structure of the ancient building. This was the worst example of mindless vandalism at
the site, which has suffered in the past from stones being removed from the walls and
thrown inside the structure. This time, part of the stone seating dating back to the 1600s
was destroyed, stones were ripped out of the walls, and the stream flowing into the
Chapel blocked, causing extensive flooding to occur. [For more details see p.5]. The
restoration at the Baptistry is a major partnership project co-ordinated by Bolitho Estates
and including a number of organisations such as CASPN [Cornish Ancient Sites
Protection Network]. The major part of the work gets underway this Summer and should
show a great improvement at the site and its approach. Let’s hope that all this effort and
work is not ruined by any more stupid and mindless vandalism.

CASPN meanwhile continues its work trying to look after the sites, and MM
Editor Cheryl Straffon is proud to be Chairwoman of this important Group, which has
just received substantial funding from the AONB for its major Projects [details on p.5].
These include maintaining access to 10 of the most popular sites and establishing an
archaeological monitoring system for another 50 lesser-known ones. Regular monthly
Clear-ups at the sites are organised by CASPN’s Ancient Sites Maintenance
Co-ordinator, Dave Munday. The support and volunteer help for these Clear-ups has
been steadily growing, and much good work has been done at sites that have included
Tregeseal Stone Circle, Treen Circle Enclosure, Nine Maidens Barrows, Ballowall
Barrow, Sancreed Well, Treen Entrance Graves, Boscawen-in Circle, Mulfra Courtyard
Houses and Sperris Quoit. Future Clear-up locations and dates are given on the back
page, and in the FOCAS [Friends of Cornwall Ancient’s Sites] Newsletter. If you would
like to support the work of this Group, please consider joining FOCAS - details below:

CASPN (Cornish Ancient Sites Protection Network)
Address: CASPN, PO Box 274, Penzance TR19 7TWW
Web site: www.cornishancientsites.com  E-mail: secretary@cornishancientsites.com
Runs the F.O.C.A.S (Friends of Cornwall’s Ancient Sites) scheme
For more details write to: 24 Queen St, St.Just, Penzance TR19 7JW
or visit CASPN website for downloadable application form.
Telephone nos. for reporting damage at sites: 01736-787186 or 01736-787522
Clear-ups at Ancient Sites - details from: Dave Munday 01736-787230
E-mail: dave@cornishancientsites.com
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The Winter/Spring season of talks at the Acorn in Penzance commenced on
Thursday January 26th with a talk by Andy Nerfolk on “Song Lines: Myths in the
Landscape”. This was a lively, original and interesting journey through some of
Cornwall’s legends and how, encoded within them, is the story of how our ancestors
walked through the land with its descriptions of their world with its wells, carns and
stones. Andy revealed how our legends were the equivalent of the Australian aboriginal
*songlines’, and how each sacred site would originally have had a mythological story
told about what happened there. These stories have been transmogrified into the Cornish
legends of giants, Jan Tregeagle and shamanic type journeys. Andy commented that:
“Our giant legends give us a unique insight into Neolithic, Bronze Age and Iron Age
life in Cornwall and tell us something of the society of the time and the sacred roads
used for trading sacred objects”. An article based on the talk will be in a future MM.

A month later, on February 23rd Barry Reilly, noted local Druid, gave a talk
on “Moving between the Three Worlds: Druid cosmology, totems and archetypes”. This
was an exploration of the the Middle or Material Worid (Bard or Abred), the world of
subtle reality and energy fields; the Lower World of the Ancestors and Totem Animals
(Ovate or Annwn), showing the strong association of the Celts with the Land, the people
and their myths; and the Upper World of Deities and Archetypes (Druid or Gwynnd),
the world of the higher self. Barry showed how all three worlds can be accessed by the
use of meditation and ritual, giving a fascinating and thoughtful insight into the
spiritual realm as seen through the eyes and practices of a Druid teacher. His genial and
approachable manner of delivery made this talk very enjoyable for the audience.

Finally, on March 30th Gloria Falconbridge returned, following her
interesting talk on Celtic Totem Animals in 2005. This time she spoke about “Mythical
Beasts”, archetypes that have relevance not only to our inner life but to our society
today. She took us on a journey to meet a variety of mythical beasts through the mists of
time to the present day, including dragons & serpents (keepers of the gateways into
other realities and the mysteries of creation at the root of the world), flying horses/
Pegasus (who help us to transform difficulties and ascend to new heights), unicorns
(who carry the power of healing and are soul mirrors reflecting back to us the health of
our spiritual being), and the Phoenix, who is complete and pure unto itself and whose
tears can heal any hurt or disease. Gloria wove into her talk tales that feature these
mythical animals, and left us with the question as to what level of reality these animals

exist. Her talk finished a season of some thoughtful and stimulating evenings.
2
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Yes another new author! It is a pleasure to write the Moot news for MM and I
thank Sarah for giving me the opportunity to do so. PPM now has its own website where
you can find out what we’ve been up to recently and what the Moot has coming up. The
address is: www.penwithpaganmoot.co.uk so do have a look!

By Gemma Gary

Yule was celebrated in Sancreed Village hall festively decorated with greenery
and fairy lights. The ceremonial removal of last year’s Yule log by the God of the Old
Year and the bringing in of a new decorated log by the God of the New Year was
performed. Moot members read a poem in which different creatures lend their strengths
for the year’s wheel to turn, and we circled turning the wheel whilst making the sounds
of our creature, which was great fun! Merriment was had with traditional party games,
the gifts exchange and a tureen of mulled wine punch!

Imbole was also celebrated in Sancreed Village Hall, which along with the
altar was bedecked in white. The Crone swept away the ‘dross and dormancy’ of winter,
and we left the Hall for a procession to the Holy Well, walking through the door between
the old year and the new, tying ribbons into an archway of branches, to represent our
hopes and wishes for the new year. Blessed by the waters of the Well, we returned to
offer at the altar items we had found on the procession which held symbolic significance
for us.

Our Spring Equinox ritual was set in the enchanting Spring gardens of
Trewidden. Despite the raging weather in the days leading up to our rite, the day itself
was one of serene and sunny weather. We began by each of us finding a place where we
could contemplate and cherish something of our choosing within the garden. We
returned to the circle to witness the arrival of the Goddess as she turns away from her
maiden aspect to take on her red mantle and turn towards the ways of the mother and
fruitful womanhood. The circle was also blessed by the young God. We each
contemplated freedom and took a handful of petals whilst calling on our chosen aspect
of freedom which we sent out into the world as we turned and cast our petals on the
Spring breeze.

As well as ritual celebrations we have monthly Moot meetings for news, views
and the discussion of a different topic each month, ritual planning meetings and sacred
site clearances. Everyone welcome! To find out more visit the Moot’s website at:
www.penwithpaganmoot.co.uk or contact Sarah on 01736-787522.

3
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WOODEN HENGE FOUND IN CORNWALL

Innis Downs.

Castilly
Henge

Castle-an-Dinas N

Deep Tye Farm Henge
0

to St.
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Oxford Archaeology, who have been excavating the area to the north of Goss
Moor in advance of the new by-pass being built between Innis Downs and Indian
Queens, have discovered something unique for Cornwall, a Neolithic wooden Henge. At
Deep Tye Farm near Indian Queens (less than a mile from the Castle-an-Dinas hillfort),
the site of a late Neolithic (3000-2000 BCE) henge was unearthed. Henges were circular
or oval earthworks, sometimes featureless but sometimes containing a stone or timber
circle, surrounded by a ditch and external bank. The only other known examples in
. Cornwall are Castilly Henge, a featureless enclosure that lies not far away to the eastern
end of the by-pass near Innis Downs at SX0311 6275, and the Stripple Stones henge on
Bodmin Moor (SX1437 7521) which contains the remains of a stone circle. At this Deep
Tye Farm site, a ring of 10 post holes in an incomplete arch was found, that would
originally have held 10 wooden posts. Wooden henges are unknown elsewhere in SW
Britain, the nearest most well-known one being Woodhenge near Avebury in Wiltshire

However, other timber circles that were not enclosed in henges are known
" about and Alex Gibson in Stonehenge and Timber Circles (Tempus, 1998) lists nearly
100 possible examples, including the two Caerloggas Barrows on St.Austell Downs
(SX017 565), one of which had an irregular circle of 43 posts set around a central Tor.
| Gibson says that many sites had sacred purposes, including lunar and solar orientations,
' and may have involved ceremonial processions across the landscape. Of the Deep Tye
' Farm henge, excavating archaeologist Stuart Foreman said: “Some people see them as
| astronomical alignments built as a sort of calendar to keep track of the days. Others see
| them as burial-related monuments. In this case no bodies have been found but that could
| be because the people living here practised excarnation (putting bodies out to be eaten by
| birds or animals). They were probably places of ritual offerings.”
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C.A.S.P.N NEWS ROUND-UP

Cornish Ancient Sites Protection Network

% Vandals attacked the 15th century bapistry at Madron in February, causing damage
to the structure of the ancient building just four months after major restoration
began. The vandalism, which includes the destruction of stone seating dating back
to the 1600s and the removal of rocks from the wall of the baptistry, was discovered
by visitors to the site. Tony Shipton, of Madron Community Forum & CASPN
immediately visited the site and said he was “shocked and saddened” by the
vandalism. “It appears to be wanton vandalism and we would appeal to anyone who
noticed anyone acting suspiciously around the baptistry to contact the police”. Ann
Preston-Jones from HES (English Heritage) & CASPN visited the site to inspect the
damage and confirmed that temporary repairs would be made and consolidated
when the major restoration work is undertaken this Summer. This will include some
repair to the Chapel structure, re-building the walls, clearing the Chapel well of
mud and debris, clearing-up the enclosure in which the Chapel stands, re-surfacing
the path to the well and providing disabled access around the stile, and improving
the small car-parking area at the entrance to the path. This a major partnership
project including Madron Community Forum, the Parish Council, Defra, the
County Council, CASPN & PAROW (Penwith Area Rights of Way Group).

0,
x4

CASPN has received a substantial £12,000 Grant from the AONB (Area of

Outstanding Natural Beauty) for a Project that will enable it to carry out many of its

aims and objectives. The Grant covers existing activities undertaken by CASPN and

delevops some new ones. It will include:

* Maintaining access to 10 named ancient sites, working in partnership with
volunteers and other community groups

e Purchasing hand tools for site clearance work

e Producing and setting up permanent sensitive signage (aluminium face set into
granite boulder) in keeping with the heritage environment at the pathway entrances
to the sites (to replace the existing wooden boards)

® Designing and developing a comprehensive, functional website for information on
Penwith’s ancient sites, to include 10 downloadable leaflets about the sites

e Establishing an archaeological monitoring system, using local people to record the
condition and use of 50 lesser-known sites

e Designing and building a database to record information

e Producing mobile publicity and exhibition materials for key community events.

MM Editor & CASPN Chairwoman Cheryl Straffon will act as Project Administrator
for this important work, and other CASPN Committee members will oversee key
elements of the Scheme. The Project commenced in April 2006 and will last for a year.

Contact CASPN at: secretarv@cornishancientsites.com, or c/o MM address.
Q
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VIEW FROM
. A regular column
—p——— ‘
!: E S — by Isles of Scilly resident
T i Tyto Alba
THE ISLANDS %
Giant’s Castle

From here, 1 ¥
can look down on the
gulls, daredevil ado-
lescents for whom the
gift of flight still
holds a thrill, wheel-
ing against the sea.
Herringboned  with
brown, bills agape
with timeless yawls,
they swoop within a
hair’s breadth of the
fluted stone, then soar
on an updraft of
wind, beyond me into
an oyster-grey sky. L Bl s :

1 have climbed up to the Giant’s Castle through earthworks with their crust of
ground-hugging heather, and thrift gone over, and am sitting in some giant’s seat of
stone, writing on crumpled paper, leaning against my hat. I feel I am surrounded by
shades. From here, all can be seen, kirtled in a thin mist, from Clapper Rock round to
Peninnis, and Agnes beyond. I have my back to the sea; it is too much to bear.

i

During World War II, Iron Age pottery was found on Giant’s Castle. Four rows
of ramparts, unsullied by excavation, testify that someone, in some ancient age, saw fit
to fortify this place. A strange thing to do, to fortify a view, even in days before “last
bastion” had become a cliché.A circular depression behind the innermost line of defence
may be the remains of a hut platform, but I have come here in gales, and know that to
build here was folly. When the wind reaches force nine, spume is whipped from the sea
so hard that it needles the skin. It is impossible to stand upright. Gravity is defied, the
horizon tilts and lurches, and the wind is browned with ribbons of seaweed ripped from
the rocks. No roundhouse walls could preserve me from this all-consuming vertigo.

Some strange misanthropy, perhaps, drove them to Scilly in leaking coracles,
baling for their lives, and bade them cower behind ramparts, wind and sea screeching
before them, at this edge of the world. Did they spike the ditches with sharpened stakes
of driftiwood? Did they knap flints and bind them to spears? What invader did they fear?
I will come here again, world-weary, solitary, and turn my face towards the sea.

6
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CORNWALL’S SACRED CAVES

From the earliest times our ancestors lived in or visited caves on a regular
basis. The earliest human remains in Europe are those found in 1960 in a cave in
Petralona in Northern Greece. Traces of fire used by early humans there have been dated
to approx. 700,000 BP, and it is known from elsewhere that fire was originally used by
people in a protective and ritual magic way. Also in the cave a completely preserved
archaic homo sapiens skull was found that may be 350,000 years old: the person was
aged about 35 years and may have been deliberately buried in a ceremonial way as the
oldest person of the community, 35 years being a very good age at that time. To enter
the cave where it was found is an awesome feeling: it is a vast beautiful place full of
stalactites and stalagmites, which are known from elsewhere to have been seen by the
cave-dwellers as sacred to the mother goddess.

Caves were very special places to our Paleolithic ancestors - the hunter-
gatherers who at certain times in their following of the migratory herds would stay in
the caves in small communities. Such caves have been discovered in northern Spain and
south-west France, dating from about 35,000-10,000 BCE and have revealed the most
amazing examples of cave art. On the walls in the innermost sanctity of the caves at
Lascaux, Les Trois Fréres, Peche-Merle and others, are painted images of animals and
half-human & half-animal figures. In one particularly richly-decorated cave at Chauvet,
discovered in 1994, the skull of a cave bear was found that had been deliberately placed
upon a.central ‘altar’ dating to about 33,000 years ago. Some paintings have now begun
to be identified in Britain, most notably at Cresswell Crags in Yorkshire. Although no
Paleolithic cave remains have been found in Cornwall, there seems no reason why those
who travelled across the land bridge from the Continent to what is now Britain, should
not have visited the caves here. If so, these caves would have been sacred from the very
earliest times. In their book The Shamans of Prehistory: Trance and Magic in the
Painted Caves (Abrams, 1998) researchers Jean Clottes and David Lewis-Williams
explored the meaning of the images in the caves and suggested that they were
re-creations or ‘re-visions’ of the images experienced in trances and hallucinations.
Later Lewis-Williams was to develop this theme in The Mind in the Cave (Thames &
Hudson, 2002), where he concluded that the images were created by shamans in an
altered state of consciousness as a means of reaching the spirit forces within the rock. In
his recent book Supernatural (Century, 2005) Graham Hancock goes further, and
suggests that these paintings depict encounters in another dimension experienced by
shamans on spirit journeys induced by the taking of psychotropic plants.

In this special issue of MM devoted to caves, we start with an overview by
archaeologist Peter Rose of the caves in Cornwall with mythic and sacred associations.
Then in the centre section there are some beautiful colour photographs of two of
Cornwall’s caves associated with ritual and myth - Holywell Cave near Newquay and
Bolster’s Cave at St.Agnes. Finally, in the second half, two accounts of contemporary
ceremonies and visits to these particular caves are given. Prepare to enter the caverns of
the mind for a journey to the dark recesses of the inner spirit.

7
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CORNISH CAVES: FOLKLORE & CULT

by Peter Rose

Peter Rose is an archaeologist who works for the Historic Environment Service
(Cornwall Archaeological Unit). He became interested in Cornish caves after a visit to
the Holywell Cave near Newquay, and has researched their uses and significance.

How have Cornish caves been used by people in the past, and how have they
been perceived? A trawl through readily available literature led to an interesting
collection of caves, which I have discussed in more detail in an article in Cornish
Archaeology vol. 39-40 (2000-1). This looked at four themes: practical use of caves, eg
as habitations and shelters (eg Daniel Gumb’s Cave, or the ‘limpet pickers’ cave’ at
Downderry); caves as attractions for the visitor — romantic, antiquarian, geologist,
tourist; caves in folklore and myth; and caves as cult places. For the purposes of this
present article I have been asked to look at the last two themes.

Pt A o ®

Caves in folklore and myth
Caves attract and inspire tales in which
they appear as exotic, mysterious and
supernatural places. They often feature
as hideouts or hiding places. A very
common theme in Cornwall, of course,
is the smugglers’ cave; almost
invariably the sea cave will be linked by
a tunnel to a pub or church tower or
farmhouse kitchen — eg Piper’s Hole,
Crantock, and Smuggler’s Cottage,
Portreath. The Sheep-stealers’ Cave at
Kynance was the hideout for a
notorious gang as well as a reputed
smugglers’ cave [SW679 1347]. A cave
east of Lizard Point is supposedly the
hiding place for the treasure chest of
Captain Avery, a celebrated buccaneer. 3
Cave at Kynance Cove

Caves can have mysterious properties and in popular tales are often supposed to
be of great length, for example the Constantine Cave, ‘of immense length, which runs
from somewhere on Goongillings to some unspecified destination and for some
unspecified purpose!” Or a cave at Enys Head, Cadgwith, which led to Erisey, two miles
away. Or Piper’s Hole at Peninnis, St Mary’s, which linked with Piper’s Hole on Tresco
— dogs would go in one and come out of the other. In one of Bottrell’s tales a piskey-led
farmer entered the domain of the small people through a cavern in Trevilley Cliff
[SW350 238app.] and returned through an opening in a carn at Nanjizal [SW357 2377].

8
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Folklore peoples these dark and
untamed places with malicious or dangerous
supernatural beings to match: serpents, giants,
witches, the devil. The oldest recorded story
from Cornwall is from the 8th century Life of St
Samson, which tells how he expelled a serpent
from its cave, from which it had been terrorising
the neighbourhood. Much more common though
are giants: ‘on the rugged mountain ... on the
beetling cliff ... on rocks and in caverns ... here
does the giant dwell’, as the folklorist Hunt puts
it. For example there was the Giant Wrath or
Ralph who preyed on shipping from his cavern
(Ralph’s Cupboard) just west of Portreath. And
near Land’s End the giant Trebiggan ‘dined
every day on little children who were generally
fried on a large flat rock which stood a little
distance from his cave’.

A Giant’s cave (?), near Land’s End
Drawing by J.T.Blight

In perhaps the best known story a sea cave is not the giant’s lair but the cause
. of his death. The Giant Bolster is persuaded by St Agnes to fill a hole in the cliff with
his blood to prove his love for her; the hole opened into a sea cave, and to this day the
rocks are stained with the giant’s blood. This is at Towanwroath — ‘the hole of the wrath
or giant” at Chapel Porth, St Agnes. Interestingly there are somewhat similar stories told
on the south coast, at the Dodman, where it is a doctor rather than a saint who fools the
giant; and at St Minver, where the saint throws her comb at the devil, making him
disappear down a round hole into the sea cave at Topalundy. This hints at a folk tale
widely prevalent in the 17t/18th centuries. There is a similarity too, though not
necessarily a shared origin, in the story of the fate of Merlin in Le Morte D’Arthur;
Nimue, a Lady of the Lake, traps him beneath a large rock in Cornwall because she is
afraid of him as he is a devil’s son. Perhaps related to St Agnes and Nimue is the “Spirit
of the Vow’ at Pendeen fogou, seen at the entrance as a tall lady dressed in white; Ian
Cooke suggests she can be seen as the goddess.

Although we would expect sea caverns to feature in stories of mermaids it is
surprising to see an account in the West Briton of 6 July 1827 describing sightings of
mermaids — up to five of them — over three days, in and around a cavern on the beach at
Mawgan Porth, after a young man entered the cavern and encountered something in
human shape with long hair hanging all about it. Stories of the saints sometimes
associate them with caves, perhaps to show them bringing the bright light of their
holiness to dark, wild places, as well as showing saintliness in enduring hardship. St
Samson is the best example, and it has been suggested that the cave where he ‘led a
heavenly life ... ever giving himself to fasting and prayer’ can be identified with one
above the river Fowey, half a mile from the church of St Sampson, Golant [SX123 543].

9
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Caves as places of cult

Worldwide, caves have often been seen as one of a range of natural features —
trees and groves, springs, pools, rocks and hilltops — imbued with a supernatural
significance; special features of the landscape where the sacred world manifests itself
and where the barriers between the different worlds - human, celestial, the underworld —
are at their thinnest. Caves are places on the boundary, the transition from known to
unknown, safe to dangerous, from air to earth and, by extension, a gateway between the
physical and supernatural, the sacred and profane.

In Cornwall we might expect prehistoric ritual use to be made of the caves,
clefts and overhangs of the granite uplands, particularly considering the way in which
outcropping rock, tors and carns appear to be a focus for ritual and ceremonial sites in
the Neolithic and Early Bronze Age. The most significant site identified so far is a small
cave Crane Carrick Crag at Lowland Point, St Keverne [SW7975 1960], in an outcrop
of gabbro rock. In an excavation in 1918 four pieces of late Neolithic Grooved Ware
pottery (¢ 2500 BC) were found, perhaps part of a votive deposit. The cavities, shafts
and fissures in the granite outcrops of Penwith and Bodmin Moor would offer plenty of
opportunities for deposition of similar offerings, though none have been investigated.

The only site in Cornwall with well documented cult use of any perlod is HolK
Well, Cubert, with various descriptions of the practises there in the 17th to 19t
centuries. Use of the well and cave was focussed on Ascension Day or Holy Thursday,
when the waters were supposed to be have been particularly effective, and people came
from miles around. ‘Mothers ... brought their deformed or sickly children here, and
dipped them in, at the same time passing them through an aperture connecting the two
cisterns; and thus it is said, they become healed of their disease or deformity’. It is the
well rather than the cave which is the focus of the cult, though the setting and
atmosphere of the cave is clearly a major aspect of the site.

After a long approach across the sands Holy Well cave is found at the northern
end of the beach where it is submerged at mid tide [SW766 600]. Only when rounding
a projection in the cliff is the opening revealed, set at the foot of sheer overhanging dark
cliffs at the back of a tiny rock-strewn cove which has almost the feel of a forecourt to
the cave. Inside the cavern, rock-cut steps lead up on the left. The upper steps and parts
of the walls are masked with green and red calcareous deposits which give the cave a
strange and distinctive appearance. A rock basin in the middle of the upper steps, filled
with fresh water dripping from the walls, is presumably the holy well; shallower pools
also form on the other encrusted steps. At the top of the steps a rock fagade is pierced by
a narrow entrance; crouching though this one enters a small chamber with sloping roof,
too low for an adult to stand upright. A natural pillar of rock separates the entrance from
a slit-like opening scarcely one foot high which drops from the chamber down to the
right of the steps and basins. It was presumably through this aperture that sick children
and invalids would have been passed, down from the upper chamber into the arms of
attendants below [see photos on p.12].

10
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The approach, the hidden entrance and towering cliffs, the strange deposits and rock
basins, the inner chamber and the pierced rock, and the threat of the incoming tide, all
work to create a magical place.

At St Agnes
too the cave beneath
St Agnes’ Chapel at
Chapel  Porth is
associated " with
healing waters
[SW679 495]. Water
from the site of the
holy well next to the
chapel  drips or
cascades, according
to the season, through
a round hole and into
the sea cave, as did
the blood of Giant
Bolster [see photos
onp.13].

Bolster’s Cave (centre) at Chapel Porth

In the nineteenth century visitors took the waters in the cave, though apparently
for refreshment rather than their healing powers. Perhaps this fortuitously echoes earlier
cult practice here; perhaps the holy well and chapel were established at an older, pagan
cult site involving the water, the cave and a nearby stone, marked with St Agnes’ (or the
Giant’s) footprint. Cheryl Straffon has suggested that the legend of St Agnes and the
Giant Bolster is a Christianised version of a more ancient tale or belief involving the
sacrifice of the consort-lover of the Goddess of the Earth. Alternatively, perhaps the
demise of the Giant Bolster at the hands of St Agnes reflects the supplanting of pagan
by Christian; the same could be said of Samson and the Serpent.

Folklore shows that during the historic period there was an understanding or
expectation that, at least in stories, caves were dens for dark spirits and unwelcome
magic and also, therefore, places for demonstrating the power and holiness of a saint.
Was this just for the embellishment of hearthside tales or did it somehow reflect actual
beliefs in the supernatural? More imponderable still is whether practices in the historic
period, together with the folklore, are in any way an echo of pre-Christian beliefs and
practices; for example, that the caves were regarded as a channel or dwelling for -
supernatural power, which people could attempt to control, propitiate or mediate with.
Although evidence for this is rather limited at present the character of the caves would
encourage us to expect use of this sort.
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The colour section this time features SACRED CAVES

Holywell Cave - looking up to the womb chamber & the holy well

Climbing up into the inner well recesss
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Inside the cave with Bolster's iron-red blood and copper green

Photograhs [c] Cheryl Straffon
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