
DÉJÀ VU  

SAGA OF THE PENWITH MOORS  

 

Left: some new barbed wire fencing as part of 1980ôs óreclamationô of part of Carnyorth Moor. (photo taken 1985) 
Right: some new barbed wire fencing as part of ómanagementô of Carnyorth Moor. (photo taken 2008) 

 

Several decades ago the Penwith Moors came under serious threat from a Ministry of 

Agriculture Fisheries and Food (MAFF) scheme whereby money was offered to 

farmers/landowners to break in and reclaim moorland. A variety of places - parts of 

Bartinney, Men-an-Tol Croft and Carnyorth Moor to name just a few - were cleared of 

scrub and came under the plough: they soon became green fields grazed by cattle. This 

scheme resulted in destruction of large areas of wildlife habitat as well as priceless 

archaeological remains. There was public uproar.  

I well remember the furor when several local farmers began to erect long lines of barbed 

wire fencing across the moor and break-in Truthwall Common (the southern part of 

Carnyorth Moor; the northern part owned by Lord Falmouth was left untouched): a large 

pond was dug out and part of the moor near Kenython converted into a field. Most, if not 

all, of the rotten moorland fencing that can still be seen dates from this period.  

The disastrous MAFF plan was eventually abandoned and replaced by voluntary 

Environmentally Sensitive Areas (ESA) whereby farmers were offered money to resist 

modern methods and farm in a more traditional and less destructive manner, and to 

conserve areas of moorland. West Penwith was among the first group of ESAs to be set up 

and included about 17,000 acres of grassland and heather farmed by some 180 farmers who 



had to agree to a list of prescriptions, although certain exemptions were allowed by the 

Ministry.  

 

Pictures taken in 2005 - these eyesores have now been removed as part of the HEATH Project. 

 

A Department for Environment, Food and Rural Affairs (Defra) statement in The National 

Archives web site 1 concerning the ESA in West Penwith says that: ñThe main threat in the 

area has been one of agricultural intensification (during the 1970s and early 1980s), which 

has resulted in the improvement of grassland for dairy farming, moorland reclamation, 

boundary removal and the decline of traditional management practices. The designation of 

the ESA aimed to arrest these detrimental changes.ò  

To quote from a MAFF leaflet of 1988 (J0249NJ): ñThe Ministry and local farmers are 

now co-operating to protect the area through agreements that will keep many of the 

Cornish hedges and moors as they are. Ancient gateposts, buildings and other 

archaeological features are being protected as are the ponds and streams which provide 

valuable habitats for wildlife.ò  

A Natural England web site 2 tells us that: ñThe ESA was introduced in 1987 to offer 

incentives to encourage farmers to adopt agricultural practices which would safeguard and 

enhance parts of the country of particularly high landscape, wildlife or historic valueò, and 

that some existing agreements will continue until 2014. ñFarmers with an existing 

agreement, which lasts for 10 years, receive an annual payment on each hectare of land 

entered into the scheme. Grants are also available towards capital works such as hedge 

laying and planting, and repairing dry-stone walls.ò  

The information in the following paragraphs is taken from The Peninsula Voice, a local 

monthly journal that published its first issue in May 1982 and continued, with a few 



óstoppagesô, until about 1995. Most copies up to No 56 (1986) are held at the Morrab 

Library, Penzance.  

*****  

 

1983  

INCREASING  CONCERN  

In the spring of 1983 a short article published in The Peninsula Voice 3 reported that 

residents of the Pendeen area were becoming increasingly concerned about the loss of open 

moorland near Carn Kenidjack, where some 80 acres of rough croft were under threat of 

being reclaimed and turned into fields. It was noted that rough ground provided an ideal 

environment for a vast number of plants and other wild life, as well as being a valuable 

recreational resource for human beings.  

This story was elaborated upon in following issues when it was noted that the local farmer 

planning to break-in the land ï for which he would receive generous Government and EEC 

grant aid for the destruction of his own Cornish heritage ī was also a member of St Just 

Town Council that was then busily promoting the scenic attractions of the area. 



It was stated that there was growing conflict between landowners ñbuttressed by expensive 

price supports, favourable tax arrangements and development grantsò, and conservationists 

trying to control their actions which had then been thrown into focus by the ñcurrent row 

presently raging in St Justò: once moorland was reclaimed the market value of the land 

would be hugely increased; all this at a time when there was a European surplus of milk 

and meat products.  

1984  

PUBLIC ANGER AND UNEASE  

This radical change in farming policy and moorland reclamation that had been going on for 

several decades was causing great anxiety over the fate of prehistoric landscapes:  ñIf 

moorland reclamation is allowed to continue at its present rate it will not be long before it 

will only be possible to view such sites in an archaeological vacuum, stripped of any other 

associated remains, or not at allò.4
 

 

Large field formerly part of Men-an-Tol croft before being broken in under the old MAFF scheme. 

 

The degree of public anger and unease at what was going on resulted in a public meeting 

being held under the auspices of the Cornwall Trust for Nature Conservation (CTNC) in St 

Johnôs Hall, Penzance, on 25th October 1984. The gathering, entitled The Penwith Moors: 

A Vanishing Landscape, was well supported with standing room only, and was chaired by 

the Director of Newlyn Gallery with, amongst others, speakers from the Cornwall 

Committee for Rescue Archaeology (CCRA), The Botanical Society, Cornwall County 

Council and The National Trust. The MAFF was conspicuous by their absence and were 

largely blamed for the problems because of their narrow interpretation of the Less 



Favoured Area (LFA) grant system that was originally given to help Europeôs poor peasant 

farmers.  

Concern at this meeting focused on the scandalous wholesale destruction of important 

archaeological remains and extension of LFA status to much of the Penwith moors which, 

coupled with modern machinery, provided farmers with the incentive and means to 

accelerate the rate of moorland reclamation that had been taking place over the past 100 

years or so. Nick Johnson, senior field officer with CCRA, ñcalled for conservation grants 

to replace reclamation grants so that farmers could keep this important part of our heritage 

aliveò: he mentioned the well-preserved prehistoric and medieval landscape lying hidden 

under the gorse and bracken of the Penwith moors. The National Trust speaker outlined 

their policy of ñconservation through ownershipò. A letter stating the urgent need for 

conservation grants was signed by over 200 people at the meeting and sent to the Ministry 

of Agriculture.5 

Following this gathering a report by the CTNC to the Department of Environment stated: 

ñthe Nature Conservancy Councilôs heathland expert is to visit Penwith to assess the 

national importance of the remaining moorland from a conservation point of viewò. It was 

hoped that consultations between CTNC, the Countryside Commission and the County 

Council would lead to a study of the Penwith moors and the economics of farming on 

moorlandéò  

1985  

LOCAL OPPOSITION MOUNTING  

By February 1985 Treasury cut-backs, including axing 50% of the grant for clearance, 

reclamation and removal of obstructions to cultivation (boulders, tree roots, etc) within the 

LFA, were welcomed by conservationists as a step in the right direction.  

But, by August, this cut-back had failed to prevent the destruction of a Bronze Age hut and 

field system on Truthwall Common. The late Hugh Miners, Grand Bard of the Cornish 

Gorsedd, who lived close to the moors and frequently walked the area, told Peninsula 

Voice: ñItôs very sad whatôs happened but its unfair to blame the farmers. As long as the 

Ministry of Agriculture offer a system of grants for moorland reclamation to produce 

surplus food, which only winds up in EEC intervention stores, then the problem will 



continueò. He wanted to see funds being made available to encourage a system of 

óconservationô farming in areas like Penwith.6 

 

Above: Truthwall Common showing area in blue that was 'reclamed'. 

Below: Map of archaeological sites destroyed in 1985 

 

The same issue printed an article ñPenwith Moors: the end in sight?ò which noted that the 

destruction of the local landscape, including archaeological sites, continued apace: apart 

from the infamous clearance at Carnaquidden in 1983, major reshaping had occurred at 

Bartinney Downs, Trink Hill and Truthwall Common. Despite the unprecedented level of 

public concern the relevant authorities had failed to take action. However the County 


