
Cornish emigration to the North-East: How the Cornishmen came to Cramlington  

Just a few miles north of Newcastle upon Tyne, in Northumberland, the colliery village of 
Cramlington stood in the centre of a group of pit villages. There are records of coal mining in 
this area going back as early as the 1750s when the miners still went back to the land to bring 
in the harvest each year. Each pit was a close-knit community with the men working in a team 
of relatives and friends, known locally as 'marras'. Their sons went down the mine at an early 
age while wives and daughters worked at home with the task of keeping the house and clothes 
clean as well as coping with baths and meals for the men who could be working different 
shifts. Boys worked ten-hour shifts and the first of the double-shift system started at 2am. The 
cottages belonged to the mine-owners but as their yearly contract gave them a good wage the 
miners and their families were content to work and socialise in 'their' village. 

During the latter part of the 19th century the pits gained the machinery to sink deeper shafts. 
The work became harder and more dangerous. The colliery agents began to levy fines against 
the men for sending too much stone and poor quality coal up in the tubs. The yearly contracts 
reduced the daily rate from 6 shillings to 4 shillings and a man whose work had been rejected 
by the agent could hardly take home a living wage. There had been a big strike a generation 
before, in 1844, and smaller ones since. But in 1865 the situation was so bad the 600 men at 
Cramlington came out on strike and were soon joined by the other villages. It was the bitterest 
strike in the history of the region and was only surpassed by the strike in the 1980s (most 
recently seen in the movie Billy Elliot). 

After 16 weeks without reaching a settlement the mine owners gave the strikers notice to 
leave their cottages or face eviction. When the bailiffs started to carry furniture out of the first 
cottages the young men started a battle and the police were called in. For a week there were 
no more evictions, but at a second attempt at evictions the police could not control the riot 
until soldiers were sent for, and only then could the bailiffs evict the remaining families. 
The pits were idle for six months. Then on 5th December 1865, a special train arrived at 
Cramlington from Cornwall via Bristol with 278 men of whom 71 were from Dorset, some of 
them with their families. They were given accommodation in the empty houses of the evicted 
strikers in Double Row and High Pit. A detachment of police had accompanied the 
newcomers on the last stretch of the train journey from Newcastle and local police barricaded 
the roads to the newcomers houses in order to prevent any unrest, though there was none. 

In Cornwall many tin-miners at the time were unemployed; some others who came north were 
farm labourers from Dorset and Devon. The Durham Chronicle (8th December 1865) and the 
Morpeth Herald (on the 9th) have accounts of this invasion of "strangers". A previous attempt 
to break the strike by bringing men from Scotland had failed, and many of the latest to arrive 
complained that they had not been told they would be strike-breaking. At a meeting the next 
day, Wednesday 6th, about 150 men accepted an offer from the union that paid 10 shillings 
each for their return trip if they chose to leave. Though the steamer from Newcastle to 
London that it was proposed they take had already left that morning, 85 men nonetheless took 
the train from Seaton Delaval (on the Blyth & Tyne line) to Newcastle. Some indeed went 
back to Cornwall, to other pits in County Durham, or on to Carlisle, Sunderland, Bristol or 
London, but most of the rest stayed. Three weeks later a second train, this time with 125 men, 
arrived in Cramlington bringing the working complement to 295, enough to run the mine 
without local labour. 

To the locals they were 'strike-breakers', 'black-legs' and 'foreigners' who spoke a strange 
language. The men didn't wear the traditional pit clothes of flannel and shorts but duck jackets 
and trousers, and had to be taught how to work the pit. The local women criticised the 
Cornish wives, saying that they were little better than gypsies with their dark complexions 
and gold ear-rings. They mocked the Cornishwomen's attempts at making bread but had to 
admit that they were 'tops' at baking pasties. The resentment even caused trouble between the 
children and they had to be sent to separate schools. The foreigners were not welcome in the 
pubs, chapels or even in the Co-operative store. It took years for them to be accepted, but they 



stayed because there was no prospect of work for them in the West Country and no homes to 
go back to. They brought with them Methodist missions -- the local Bible Christian centre 
was at Murton, Co. Durham -- and a more inclusive ethic. One historian notes that they 
quickly began whitewashing their houses to resemble the cottages they had left behind and, 
more tellingly, "they had none of that feeling, still strong in the north, that a man has amply 
performed his share of the marriage compact when he has handed over to his wife the bulk of 
his earnings. They did not shame to help their wives to wash, or even to cook." 
The censuses for 1871 and 1881 give a clear indication of their Cornish origins and Cornish 
names still live on it the old pit villages of Shankhouse, Nelson Village and East Hartford. 
 
These names include: ALLSOPP, ANGWAN, BAGWELL, BARKWILL, BARTLETT, 
BENNET, BENNY, BICKLE, BOLT, BLIGHT, BRAUND, BRAY, CANN, CADDY, 
CARRON, CARLYON, CATTON, COOMBES, CUDLIP, CUNDY, DABB, DANIEL, 
DAYMONT, EKES, ENDEAN, EXWORTHY, FUGE, GOLDSWORTHY, HALMAN, 
HANCOCK, HARRIS, HARRY, HENWOOD, JURY, KEAST, KNIGHT, LAMPHEE, 
LANGMAN, LOADEN, LOCKYER, MARTIN, MEDLAR, MILLET, MUTTON, 
NANCARROW, NANKIVELL, NICHOLLS, OPIE, OXFORD, PASCOE, PHILLIPS, PIKE, 
PILLOW, POLLARD, POMROY, PRIDEAUX, PROUT, REDDECLIFFE, REPPER, 
RICKARD, ROWE, SCOBELL, SECOMBE, SELLICK, SHEARS, SIMMS, SNELL, 
SPEAR, SPRY, STATTON, SYMONS, TRAVENA, TREFRY, TRUSCOT, WANNCOTT, 
WARRICK, WEDLAKE, WELLINGTON, WHITFORD, WITHERIDGE, WITHING and 
WOOLCOCK. 
 
There is documentary evidence to many names. Many Cornishmen came to work in Wingate 
Grange Colliery on the 6th November 1866, and the Durham Record Office holds a work 
contract book that lists the names and origins of the men and their families and an agreement 
to repay a fixed amount of money ranging from £2.00 to £8.00 that was advanced to each 
miner to enable them to pay for their removal to Wingate. 

Ironically, the Cramlington strike did not benefit the mine owners much. Before it a good 
worker could earn 55 shillings a fortnight with nine deducted for stoppages. By the New Year 
1866 the Cornishmen, who'd learned fast and who brought skills in stone-work, timbering and 
the use of the heavy hand drill, were earning 65 shillings and ninepence. It made them even 
less popular to be seen to be having more benefits than the local men had fought for. Nor was 
this the only exodus from the West Country. The following year, in 1867, a thousand 
Cornishmen moved to north Lanarkshire, Scotland, while others moved to Burnley in 
Lancashire and Dalton-in-Furness. In a further irony, this removal of some surplus labour 
created conditions for a strike in the tin mines back in Cornwall.  
 
Pomeroys in Northumberland & County Durham 
 
The first ‘Pom’ whose birth was registered in the two counties was Thomas Henry Pomery in 
1865. A glance at earlier records linked to the region -- there are 312 in total to the present 
day -- shows that his parent's generation were born in the districts of Liskeard, Tavistock, St 
Austell, Penzance and Beaminster (in Dorset). The first recorded marriage was James Henry 
Pomery in 1867, and since he married a Pengelly he clearly married his own. Those first few 
years must have been very harsh. Of the first ten deaths recorded in the region eight were of 
small children, the first in 1866. 
 
Source: Adapted from an article by Kath Fenwick and Ann Ray 
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