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WILLIAM BORLASE
T H E SCHOLAR AND T H E MAN
by
P. A . S POOL, M.A., F.S.A

(an extended version of a Lecture delivered to the
Institution in 1964)
SOURCES

The main source for this work is the Borlase
Correspondence at the Morrab Library, Penzance. The outgoing draft letterbooks are cited as L B , the incoming original
letterbooks as OL; the autobiographical letter written by
Borlase in 1772 ( L B I I I 358) is cited as A B . Other sources
and references are given in full.
DESCENT AND PARENTAGE

William Borlase was born at Pendeen House, in the
parish of St. Just, on 2nd February 1695/6, second son of
John Borlase of Pendeen and his wife Lydia. His paternal
ancestry was that of a distinguished Cornish family; the
Borlases claimed descent from the Norman family of Talfer
or Taillefer, and to have been granted the estate of Borlase
in St. Wenn, the name of which they assumed, by William I I .
In the 16th century the main branch of the family became
established at Treluddra in Newlyn East, where they remained
until the last of the senior line, a Jacobite who was granted
a titular barony by James I I after his abdication, died in
1709 leaving his encumbered estate to his kinsman of Pendeen.
Another branch of the family settled in Buckinghamshire,
and gave the name to the Borlase Grammar School at Great
Marlow and to a convivial political club at Oxford, the
High Borlase. William was descended from another junior
branch; his great-great grandfather, Walter Borlase, a younger
son of Walter Borlase of Treluddra, migrated to Trannack
in Sithney, married Mary Lanyon, and died in 1601 aged
62. His widow then married William Chiverton of Kerris
in Paul, and took with her into Penwith her younger son
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John Borlase, founder of the Pendeen line. He purchased
some tin bounds at Tregavara Downs, Madron, which were
so successful that he was able to buy Pendeen House in 1637
from the Eva family and to lay the foundation of the extensive
Borlase estates in west Penwith. He married Chesten Pawley
of Gunwin in Lelant in 1637 and died in 1664, his house at
Pendeen having been damaged by Parliamentary forces in
the Civil War as a reprisal for his having assisted his cousin,
Nicholas Borlase of Treluddra, to raise a troop of horse for
the king. His son, also named John, rebuilt the house and
died in 1693; his wife was Mary Keigwin of the Mousehole
family. Their son, the third successive John, lived from 1666
to 1755 and was the father of William Borlase.
" John of Pendeen," as he was widely known, was for
much of his very long life one of the leading personages of
west Cornwall. He had extensive mining interests and made
substantial purchases of land to add to the estate inherited
from his father. He served as Member of Parliament for
St. Ives in 1705 and 1708 and was a Justice of the Peace
for many years. He was of a somewhat uninhibited disposition,
destined in his later years to cause much anxiety to his sons,
and in 1709 Francis St. Aubyn of Trengwainton petitioned
the Speaker of the House of Commons for the necessary leave
to prosecute John Borlase for assaulting him " in full view
of most of the congregation of Madderen ". He married in
1690 Lydia, daughter of Christopher Harris of Hayne, head
of an ancient Devon family which owned also the estate of
Kenegie in Gulval. Of their 13 children the eldest and second
surviving sons were Walter (1694—1776) and William
(1696—1772), the latter of whom is the subject of this
memoir.
Walter Borlase, who eventually became Vicar of Madron
and Kenwyn, Vice-Warden of the Stannaries, and a
magistrate, will be frequently referred to later. Here it is
necessary only to emphasise that, as his father's heir and
eventual head of the family and by virtue of his public
offices, he was in their lifetime much more widely known than
his brother William. Walter married his cousin Margaret
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(to Sir John St. Aubyn the Younger, 7th December
1745: L B 1 82).
In 1718 there came to Oxford Sir John St. Aubyn, four
years Borlase's junior but already since 1714 the owner of
Clowance and St. Michael's Mount, and clearly destined to
be one of the leading figures in the life of West Cornwall.
Despite the disparity in age and prospects, a firm and lasting
friendship grew up between the two men, and for the rest of
his life Borlase was closely associated with the St. Aubyn
family.
Although he never went abroad, Borlase made several
tours in England before his final return to Cornwall in 1722.
He is known to have visited Salisbury and Wilton in 1718
and Warwick in 1719, and his travels may have been much
more extensive, as the records of these years are very scanty.
Being intended for the Church, he was ordained Deacon in
September 1719 and Priest in July 1720; there is no record
of his having served a curacy, but it seems probable (although
the only reference — OL I I I 131—is ambiguous) that he
acted as Chaplain to the Marquess of Annandale, who died
at Bath in February 1721. In 1722 he spent some time in
London with St. Aubyn, his guide to the social life of the
capital being Mrs. Martha Delahay, St. Aubyn's aunt.
John Borlase had purchased the advowson of Madron
and probably meant this for his second son William, since
his heir Walter was intended for the bar. However, John
found the financial burden of maintaining Walter at the
Temple too great, and sent him to Ireland for two years as a
Gentleman of the Bedchamber to the Lord Lieutenant.
Unfortunately Walter could not find a situation which did
not require residence in Ireland, and had to abandon the
prospect of a legal career; after a period at Cambridge he
returned to Cornwall in 1720 to become Vicar of Madron,
settling at Castle Horneck after his marriage in the following
year. John was thus left with the problem of finding a
benefice for William and purchased for him the next presentation to the rectory of Ludgvan. A legal technicality made this
purchase void, and John Borlase had to exert considerable
influence in order to secure his son's presentation to the living
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by the patron, the Duke of Bolton, Lord of the Manor of
Ludgvan and St. Ives. In April 1722 William Borlase was
instituted to Ludgvan by Bishop Weston, thus coming to the
pleasant place where he was to spend the next fifty years,
having secured, at the age of 26, " a sufficiency that set him
above want (though below envy) all the rest of his life " (AB).
Borlase thus describes his main activities during the
first months at Ludgvan in a letter to a friend:—•
" My predecessour that he might not confine the fancy of
those that should come after him left me nothing but a
plot with a full liberty to dispose of a large possession
of briars and thorns as I thought fit without any danger
of spoiling the shape or design of a former garden. This
wild place has made some advances towards order and
neatness, and I have been so attentive to the several
steps it has taken that 'twas with the greatest reluctance I
could leave the diggers and delvers and withdraw into
my study to Horace and Dryden
The prevailing
custom of this country is frolicking; this makes up a
great part of the employment of life, and a man that
loves good eating and drinking, much noise and little
mirth and sense, may really pass his time agreeably
enough. Between these two ways of trifling away a
man's time, between my neighbours frolicks and my own
gardens, I have been perfectly idle ever since I have
been in the country, but the time will come when I shall
make amends for these days of carelessness, and when
the neatness of my retirement shall fix me with more
constancy to my studies, and make me in love with
reading and meditation."
(to Philip Hawkins, 12th December 1722: O L I 1).
At about this time he was not without hopes of marrying
one of Sir John St. Aubyn's sisters, a fine match for a young
and relatively impecunious clergyman, but modesty deterred
him from declaring his affections (LB I 3) and shortly afterwards he made a more equal and most happy match elsewhere.
On 28th July 1724 at Illogan Church he married Anne, eldest
surviving daughter and co-heiress of the Rev. William Smith,
a native of Durham, late Rector of Camborne and Illogan;
her mother Mary was co-heiress to the Farthing family of
Middlesex, and by this marriage Borlase became entitled to
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(and did) quarter the arms of Smith and Farthing with those
of Borlase.
Other glimpses of Borlase's happy life at Ludgvan in
the years immediately after his marriage are given in a letter
to an uncle, his father's youngest brother, who was
contemplating returning to England from the East Indies:
" I have had the pleasure of seeing some of the most
considerable places in England, and I think there is
hardly any place where I could so willingly wish that
my lot had fallen as where it has. There is no part of
England that abounds so much in the necessaries and
at the same time has so many of the elegancies of life
as that of Mount's Bay. The gentry, most of whom are
our near relations, are of a free frolicking disposition.
In the Summer time we meet (some ten or a dozen) at a
Bowling Green, there we have built a little pleasure house
and there we dine, after dinner at bowls, and by so
frequently meeting together we are as it were like so
many brothers of one family, so united, and so glad to
see one the other.3 For my particular part since I have
had the good fortune of a settlement it has required all
my care and attention to gett my habitation, which was
a most ruinous one when I came to it, in some tolerable
order. I have now I thank God made it somewhat
comfortable and easy and to my great satisfaction not
only made the house tenantable, but from a wilderness
or rather brake of briars and thorns have shap't out a
little garden, where I may have plenty one time or other,
and where I have at present some pretty airy walks,
thriving plantations, and clear running water; neither is
my water barren cold or uninhabited, but there are little
fish in store which leap and play together in a little pond
I have, and supply me with a little dish of excellent shots
upon any emergent occasion. In my garden I spend most
of my time without doors, having not the good fortune
to delight much in hunting or in shooting, diversions
which I am however far from finding fault with in others
and for which our country is abundantly well provided."
(to Capt. George Borlase, 18th December 1727, L B I 20).
It is sad to record that this idyllic account of life in
West Cornwall did not bring George Borlase home, for he died
in the East Indies.
3. This was the famous Marazion Bowling C l u b for which William
Gwavas composed a Cornish rhyme. Borlase remained a member
until 1750, when he resigned on health grounds ( L B I I 54).
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In 1730, being much troubled with rheumatic pains.
Borlase went to Bath to seek treatment from his friend
Dr. William Oliver (1695-1764), a native of Ludgvan who
became a fashionable physician and invented the famous
'' Bath Oliver " biscuits. After this, " and by cold bathing in
the sea, after his return, he, through the goodness of
Providence, acquired such a firmness of constitution as served
to carry him to the extremes of old age " (AB).
In May 1732 Borlase obtained a second living, the
vicarage of his native parish of St. Just, the presentation
being made by the Lord Chancellor on the application of
John Borlase and recommendation of Sir William Morice of
Werrington, who was Sir John St. Aubyn's kinsman by
marriage.4 Borlase remained Vicar of St. Just for forty years
until his death, but he continued to reside at Ludgvan and
curates served his other parish. The two parishes were
scenically very different, as pointed out by Borlase to Oliver:
" No two things can be more opposite than the situations
of Ludgvan and St. Just. In the former I have all the
pleasures that a southern sun, a fine valley, a bay with
a gently declining shore, trading towns, prettily planted
villages, and now the Spring is come, all vegetable nature
awake. In the latter there is one perpetual hue of heath,
no tree to blossom nor shrubb to flower. The bleak
northern sea is edged by steep and craggy cliffs, the hills
and valleys equally bestrewed with rocks; and what
seemingly adds to the natural horror of the place is,
that you everywhere meet with little growing mountains
of rubbish, which are thrown up here out of tin mines,
and would be so many blemishes and deformities on
any other surface than this."
(to Dr. William Oliver, 3rd April 1739, L B I 50).
Oliver's reply was equally apt though more metaphorical:—
" Ludgvan is like a buxom girl of 18, always laughing
and playing, and affording plentifully all the superficial
pleasures of mirth and jollity; but St. Just is an old
haggard philosopher, whose ruthful appearance would
deter the soft and the luxurious from having anything to
do with him, but he is full of riches within, and though
4. Borlase's predecessor at St. Just was James Millett, Vicar since
1678, not his brother Walter as stated in D.N.B. V 399.
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they lie deep, and are come at with difficulty, yet he
never fails to afford them to the hardy, the patient and
the industrious."
(Oliver to Borlase, 13th August, 1739: O L I 115).
Borlase had no conscientious scruples regarding
pluralities, as shown by the following spirited defence:—
" Conferring two livings on one person is neither
contrary to scripture nor reason, for that livings have
been parcelled out and divided one from the other long
since the canon of scripture was settled, that it is no
more than enlarging the trust, and consequently no more
contrary to reason than conferring many civil or military
offices upon one and the same person, a privilege which
no government in the world would suffer itselfe to be
deprived of
Greater strictness in conferring
pluralities may possibly be wanting, but abolishing
pluralities will be dangerous amputation and such as the
wound does by no means require; all degrees of clergy
must suffer, but the parochial most of all, as being
deprived of the only method of advancing themselves
into leizure and a capacity of studying without falling
into any inferiour occupation to maintain themselves and
educate their families."
(to Sir John St. Aubyn, 31st December 1736: L B I 40).
EARLY STUDIES

From his coming to Ludgvan at the age of twenty-six
until he was over fifty Borlase spent such time as he could
spare from his parishes, his garden and his family in the
collection of material regarding the antiquities and natural
history of Cornwall, but as yet with little or no thought of
publication. In these early researches Borlase received much
encouragement from St. Aubyn and Oliver and more active
co-operation from his friend Edward Collins, Vicar of
St. Erth from 1730 until his death in 1755, " generally the
companion of all antiquarian enquiries " (AB).
In undertaking the study of Cornish antiquities, especially
those of prehistoric date, Borlase was working on almost
untouched ground. Cornwall abounded in early remains
of almost every type and period, but virtually nothing had
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been published except unsystematic references to individual
sites in the works of Carew, Norden and Camden. Such
recording of field monuments as had been undertaken by
antiquaries like Lhuyd, Anstis and Tonkin remained in
manuscript. The peninsula of West Penwith, where Borlase
lived, is so immensely rich in antiquities that the task of
recording and classifying them, which he began, is still incomplete after more than two centuries of work by many
devoted antiquaries. As early as 1728 Borlase was corresponding with Thomas Tonkin (1678-1742), the leading Cornish
antiquary of the previous generation, regarding the discovery
of an urn in a barrow at Castle-an-Dinas in Ludgvan
( L B I 22). 5 His letters to Tonkin in 1730 and 1731 included
detailed accounts of Trematon Castle and St. Michael's
Mount, but during the 1730s his main attention seems to
have been given to natural history, and the systematic
recording of archeological remains in the field seems not to
have started until c. 1738. About this time he made a
surprising discovery at Bosworlas in St. Just, reported to a
friend at Oxford:—
" Going to a tenement in the parish of St. Just called
Bosorlas I passed by several vast rocks which stood near
the footpath but at some yards distance one from the
other. One of these lying in a reclining posture and
easily to be ascended, I got upon out of curiosity and to
my surprise found near the summitt a little pitt trough
or basin cutt by art and a lip or outlett to discharge the
liquor (whatever it were that it was made to receive)
so as it might flow downwards and leave the basin dry.
On this unusual sight I examined some other rocks of
the same size, and found that several of them had one
basin each."
(to Rev. Francis Wise, 20th September 1739: L B I 56).
Similar rock basins of apparently artificial formation were
soon found at Cam Brea and in numerous other places, and
speculation as to their builders and purpose soon led Borlase
to the beginning of a long and fruitful study of the Druids,
5. I n 1761 Borlase borrowed the greater part of Tonkin's M S S
from his heir and listed them with critical notes ( H . L . Douch,
Thomas Tonkin, J.R.I.C.
1956, 160).
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with whom his name will always be associated; the start of
the association is found in this letter:—
" I have mett with some antient monuments in these
parts the use and intent of which I cannot yet decypher,
however I am persuaded they were originally designed
subservient to the uses of pagan worship, I also take
them to be older than the invasions of the Danes to
whom we owe a great variety of our other Cornish
antiquities, and therefore not improbably belonging to
the sacred rites of the Druids, of whom therefore I should
be glad if you would enquire out and recommend me
to the most compleat historian."
(to Dr. John Andrew, n.d. May 1739: L B I 52).
A later letter summarises his early antiquarian studies:—
" It being my fortune to live at a great distance from
places of publick resort, and my profession confining me
to a small round, I found myselfe obliged to amuse
myselfe with such remarkables as were within my reach,
or utterly to abandon that share of curiosity which I
had imbibed during the time of my education, and was
grown too strong for me when I settled to be easily gott
rid of. My turn was to antiquity, and I found in a short
time that though we had a few remains about us of any
striking beauty or magnificence, yet that we had a great
variety of monuments here which were of the most
remote antiquity. Upon examining frequently those
monuments and authors concerning them, I thought
something might be added to the accounts I met with
from a faithfull measurement and observation of the
structure, shape, situation and some other peculiarities of
these monuments, although at the distance I have allways
lived from libraries my conceptions must needs be rude
and new to those who have every book at their
command."
(to Dr. William
L B I I 51).

Stukeley, 10th November

1749:

This lack of library facilities was a problem which
Borlase had encountered some years before when first
embarking on the serious study of antiquities and natural
history, and in 1739 he had sent to the Archdeacon of
Cornwall a long memorandum on the need for a County
Library, including the following summary of the position:—
" It is a great misfortune to those in Cornwall who are

130
at all inclined to learning that their situation fixes them
at a very great distance from the two universities and
the seat of their diocesan, in all which places they might
meet with helps and incitements which at present they
are utter strangers to. It is also very much to the
discouragement of learning in all, the quite suppression
of it in many, that booksellers have within these last
few years advanced so much the price of all sorts of
books, that really none but persons of fortune and
preferment have it in their power to collect a number
of books equal to any one branch of study. This is a
general grievance to letters, but it is more so in proportion to the distance persons are placed at from all Public
Libraries, and here in Cornwall most of all, there being
hardly any Archdeaconry in England at so great a
distance from the Universities, and London (where there
are still more books) and at the same time from the
Diocesan's Cathedral, where there is generally a Library
to which the studious may have recourse, as the
Archdeaconry of Cornwall is. The great inconveniency
of which is apparently this, that no one in these parts
has a possibility of applying himselfe to any study which
requires a competency of books with any prospect of
success. No doubt among the Laity as well as Clergy
there may be persons here as well as elsewhere who
notwithstanding the great obscurity of their scituation
might be carried by their natural temper to particular
studies, as Divinity, Criticism, Antiquity and Natural
History, which they must now despair of appearing to
any advantage in for want of books."
(to Archdeacon Allanson, 25th February 1739/40:
L B I 61).
This cogent plea met with no success, despite the support
of Walter Borlase, Edward Collins and Dr. Conon of Truro
Grammar School, and Cornish scholars had to wait until
1792 for the foundation of the Cornwall Library at Truro,
followed by the Penzance Library and the Royal Institution
of Cornwall in 1818.
The earliest reference to research in natural history is a
letter to Oliver on 11th August 1734, describing at
considerable length certain chemical tests Borlase had carried
out on the water from Colurrian well in Ludgvan (LB I 30).
It is however clear that his main interest was in mineralogy,
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a study for which the rich mines of both his parishes (especially
the copper-mines on Lord Godolphin's land at Ludgvan) gave
ample scope. In 1735 he received a request for a set of
mineral specimens from Dr. John Andrew, a young physician,
born at Probus in 1710, whom Borlase had at one time hoped
to persuade into holy orders, but who was then studying at
Leyden in Holland after a period at Bath with Oliver. At
Leyden, Andrew was in contact with several eminent scholars,
including Prof. Boerhave and Dr. J . F . Gronovius, both of
whom were keenly interested in Borlase's Cornish minerals,
and the latter of whom corresponded with him for some
years.6 Borlase sent several boxes of minerals to Leyden,
receiving in return botanical roots and seeds for his garden
at Ludgvan. In 1737 Gronovius submitted some of Borlase's
specimens to Linnaeus who said " that he never saw at once
such a fine collection " (OL I 199).
Borlase's letters show clearly that it was encouragement
from Andrew and the spur of contact with leading Continental
scholars that led him to the serious study of mineralogy. In
1736 he wrote to Andrew, who was already suggesting that
he should undertake research with a view to publication:—
" I wish you all manner of success in your researches
after nature, and if I enjoyed the great advantage of
friends that turned their studies into the same channel,
I might be probably tempted to engage in what you
propose; but as my situation denyes me that great
pleasure, and I must walk or rather wander single and
solitary in the path you point out for me, the task
appears by much too difficult, intricate and perplexed.
As to natural history I acknowledge with you that my
country suffers for want of being known, and that the
world would be pleased to know it, and I cannot but
wish that someone who has leizure and ability would
entertain the one, by endeavouring to deliver the other
from the obscurity which it so undeservedly labours
under. As to the topography there is also much wanting,
the British history of it is very imperfect, and then the
Romans have been scarce discovered to have been here
6. F o r Borlase's dealings
see Spencer Savage,
Sallskapets Arsskrift
Sweden) X X X I X - X L

with Andrew and his continental colleagues,
Linnaeus and Conwall, in Svenska
Linne
(Proceedings of the Linnaean Society of
(1956-7) 7.

above thirty years. You see how defective not only
the natural but every other kind of history relating to
this country is, and I cannot but be of opinion that
these several parts might be so adjusted as to make one
beautiful composition like a nosegay of flowers
I do not despair to see something of this nature undertaken by much abler hands, and if I can contribute my
mite to its execution there is no one whose direction and
assistance I shall more esteem than yours
Our
country affords us also a great variety of plants, which
deserve a curious inspector, but in this and many other
entertaining arts I must satisfy myselfe with a superficial slight acquaintance."
(to Dr. John Andrew, 18th May 1736: L B I 36).
The following extract is from another letter to Andrew: —
" Y o u have sett me a task which I am grown
unreasonably fond of
My advances are but very
slow, because we live, you know, in a country full of
avocations which though none of the most disagreeable
yet prevent all expeditious progress and are so far
enemies to literature. I envy you the conversation of the
learned, especially those learned in natural knowledge,
but my envy is not of the spenetick [sic] or malicious kind
but a mixture of my own uneasiness at being placed at
such a distance from every one of that agreeable cast,
and of fears that my poor endeavours will not be able
in many years to teach me what I might learn easily
in a month if I were with you."
(to Dr. John Andrew, 12th September 1737: L B I 42).
Further light on this period is shown in a letter to Oliver:—
"Leizure indeed is all in life I have to boast of, and
that leizure would by this time have degenerated into
little better than perfect idleness, but that a friend I have
at Leyden has been rousing me up and taking care to
prevent the approaching lethargy. In other words I have
been kept employed in collecting and sending fossils7 to
your and my very good friend Mr. Andrew and his
acquaintance there for about two years past. I must
needs say I lookt upon these things first in a very
trifling light, and thought the fancy was sufficient to say
something and enough of them, but my friends there
desiring me to send them the best account I could learn
7. This word is used in its broadest sense to include all types of
mineral specimens.
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of the situation, pabula, and every other remarkable
exterior property of the loads from whence the metals
here proceed, as allso of the management of them, I
quickly found this part of knowledge every day more
difficult and of greater extent, and whenever I sent away
a box of fossils, I found they left some impression behind
them and the more I collected the fonder I grew of
them. At length surprised to find the great varietyes and
beauties of the mineral kingdom, and observing with
pleasure that the little spot I live in could furnish enough
to give pleasure to and even excite the commendation of
a sett of learned men who have seen the Sweden,
Hungary and German mines, and studyed the fusion of
metals many years, I too easily entertained some thoughts
of pursuing this part of knowledge, and of examining
our mines and their contents with a closer application
than has yet been done."
(to Dr. William Oliver, 1st October 1737: L B I 43).
As late as 1740 Borlase was modestly disclaiming the
ability or intention of publishing his researches, as shown by
the following:—
" I loved natural history allways, but that no one at
present loves it more I am to thank you for; but I have
neither leisure for travel and surveying, fortune for
instruments and experiments, nor books for study so as
to make any great progress in it; but the little collections
and observations which I have made, and shall still I
hope continue though but slowly to increase, shall be at
anyone's service who is capable of undertaking the
natural history of Cornwall, which I look upon as a task
much superiour to my abilities, if not to that of most
single persons, as I have allways told you, and let me
add that 'tis a county whose natural history well executed
will be superiour to anything of that kind which has yet
come to my notice."
(to Dr. John Andrew, 5th March 1739/40: L B I 64).
It was his interest in mineralogy that brought Borlase
into contact with one of the greatest literary figures of the
age. On 13th December 1739 Oliver wrote to Borlase
stating that Alexander Pope was collecting specimens for a
proposed mineral grotto in his garden at Twickenham, and
urging him to " let our county have the honour to contribute
all it can to the beauty of this grotto where the greatest
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genius of this age will often contemplate and admire the
riches of our native soil" (OL I 115). Before the end of
the month Borlase had despatched to Pope by sea8 the first
of three consignments of minerals, together with suggestions
as to their arrangement and display ( L B I 59). The poet
rendered effusive thanks, writing on 9th March 1740, " Your
bounty like that of nature confounds all choice "; on 8th
June he reported progress with the grotto, " in some part of
which I must fix your name, if I can contrive it agreeably
to your modesty and merit, in a shade but shining" (OL I
151). This was done, for in December 1741 Oliver reported
to Borlase " your name wrote in letters of gold in the grotto,
an honour the greatest man might be ambitious of" (OL I
135). Pope had also sent Borlase an edition of his works,
for which he was thanked as follows:—
" I am extremely obliged to you for the present of your
works, which I received last evening. I shall allways
retain the most gratefull sense of your goodness to me,
and have this advantage over you with regard to the
exchange that we have made, that whilst what I sent to
you is every day growing more familiar, and the variety
less entertaining to you, what I have received will be
allways affording me some new beauties, some fresh
amusement or relief, or what is still better, some moral
instruction and knowledge."
(to Alexander Pope, 2nd March 1740/1: L B I 68).
The next letter shows Borlase on his 51st birthday
apparently preparing for a peaceful old age, yet in reality
within a few months of the stimulus which was to introduce
the decade of achievement in which he would perform his
life's work:—
" As for my part, I am preparing for old age, that is,
laying in a fund of amusements, such as may inable me
to spend my time within doors to my satisfaction, since
rambling abroad and good fellowship are become tiresome, and the severity of the seasons become more
sensible. I read a little, I write a little, I paint a little,
I collect a little, I think a little unless it be upon my
8. T h e tin-ships plying from Penzance to London were the only
safe method of transporting bulky packages, and always so used
by Borlase.
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friends and them I hope I shall never forgett, in short
betwixt a little of one and a little of the other I find the
days short enough in the midst of summer, and endeavour to lengthen them in the winter by rising early that
I may fill every portion of time somehow or other,
although the marks and traces I shall leave may be
none of the most important, nor at all interesting to the
rest of mankind."
(to Dr. J . Andrew, 2nd February 1746/7: L B I I 12).
Y E A R S OF ACHIEVEMENT

In May 1748 Borlase went to Exeter to attend the
ordination by Bishop Lavington of his eldest son William,
and there met two learned clergymen whose influence and
encouragement were to extend his correspondence to wider
circles of scholarship and induce him to undertake the
publication of the results of his years of research. Charles
Lyttleton (1714-68) became Dean of Exeter in 1748 and
remained there until 1762 when he became Bishop of
Carlisle, becoming also President of the Society of Antiquaries
in 1765. Jeremiah Milles (1714-84) became Precentor of
Exeter in 1747, and succeeded Lyttleton both as Dean in
1762 and as President of the Antiquaries in 1768. Though
junior to Borlase in years and by far his senior both in the
Church and the learned world, they recognised in him a
kindred spirit and affinity of studies worthy of the fullest
encouragement, and he found in them lasting friends and
correspondents whose influence on his later career was of
exceptional importance.
Also in 1748 Borlase started a regular correspondence
with Emanuel Mendes da Costa (1717-91), a London mineralogist of Portuguese descent who was recommended to him
by the Bishop of Exeter. An early letter to da Costa gives
interesting details of the state of Borlase's studies:—
" As to the Natural History, I have only some thoughts
of attempting it, but no settled resolution
There is one invincible obstacle, which is my being at a
vast distance from all libraries, add to that there is no
single person in this county that I know of fond of the
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same studies, or capable of giving me assistance
These articles will greatly increase the difficulty of this
attempt, so that I almost despair of getting through it
unless greater helps appear than I have as yet reason
to expect or flatter myself withal. I have 'tis true many
scattered memorandums and private observations on
everything I have yet seen, and I love natural history
and have it always in my thoughts, but when or whether
ever I shall set about it, God only knows. However, I
am not idle, nor I thank God disposed to be so, and
my lot falling in a country where I am as it were surrounded by a great variety of monuments which have
never been expressly described, I now amuse myself
with writing of and endeavouring to illustrate these
antiquities. I have just now got through what I think
the most arduous part of my work, I mean an account
of the Druids and Druid monuments
I intend
to put in nothing but what I have myself seen, measured
and drawn on the spot, but even this I do not despair
of as my method is fixed."
(to E . M. da Costa, 27th July 1748: L B I I 33).
In July 1749 da Costa visited Borlase at Ludgvan, and
on his return to London proposed him for fellowship of the
Royal Society, an honour to which he was elected in May
1750 after having submitted to the Society a treatise on
Spar and Sparry Productions, called Cornish Diamonds.
This was the first of thirteen papers contributed by Borlase
to the Philosophical Transactions9 and also, at the age of 54,
his first published work.
Da Costa brought to Ludgvan a request from William
Stukeley for details of certain Cornish antiquities. Stukeley
was at that time well established, through his books on
Stonehenge (1740) and Avebury (1743), as the leading
antiquary of the country; Borlase was probably rather
flattered at receiving a request for assistance from one so
eminent, and sent Stukeley drawings of the Hurlers,
Boscawen-un and the Men-an-Tol ( L B I I 46). This brought
a cordial letter from Stukeley, full of fanciful remarks about
druids and requesting further information.10 Borlase sent
9. See Bibliotheca Cornubiensis I (1874) 34.
10. Printed from O L I V 250 in Cornish Archaeology

V (1966) 11.
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a full reply ( L B I I 51) but the correspondence between the
two archdruids of eighteenth century antiquarianism then
came to an unexpected and unexplained end, despite the
efforts of da Costa to induce them to resume it. Perhaps it
would have been unreasonable to expect them to reconcile
their doctrines and rites.
By the end of 1750 Borlase had finally decided to
publish his work and circulated a prospectus inviting subscriptions, " a tedious way of proceeding, indeed, and what
gave him more pain, burthensome to his friends, but a
method which did him much credit, by the number and
rank of the subscribers " (AB). Later he circulated to the
clergy and gentry of the county a very detailed questionnaire
requesting information on the history, topography, natural
history and antiquities of their parishes; as might be expected,
few replies were received, but some of these contained
information of great value. 11
By the summer of 1753 the MS. of the Antiquities
was ready for the printer and Borlase, who had first considered printing in London, finally determined on Oxford
because of " the greater retirement and more easy access to
books " and took the MS. there in July. The printing was
carried out by W. Jackson, " a private press at which I
found all the honesty, patience and expedition which my
heart could wish" ( L B I I I 202), and the illustrations
engraved under the author's supervision by James Green.
The book was published in February 1754, upon which
Borlase at once returned to Cornwall.
It is upon the Antiquities of Cornwall that William
Borlase must be and has most often been judged as a scholar.
The book, dedicated to the younger Sir John St. Aubyn, in
place of his dead father whose encouragement had nurtured
it, is divided into four sections: the first covering the early
history of Britain with special reference to Cornwall; the
second, the rites and practices of the druids; the third, the
prehistoric monuments of Cornwall: and the fourth, the
11. These replies are in course of publication in Old Cornwall
from no. 9.
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Roman and later antiquities. An appendix of 50 pages
contains a Cornish-English vocabulary, based on all available manuscript sources, and published with the express
intention of recording for posterity the ancient tongue which
had then virtually died out, seemingly for ever; " with
languages as with buildings, when they are in a state of
decay, the ruins become every day less distinct, and the
sooner the remains are traced and copied out, the more
visible both the plan and superstructure will appear".12
The most fundamental fact in evaluating the Antiquities,
which is still an essential part of the working library of any
Cornish scholar, is that it was a pioneer work, the first
chronological account of the antiquities of the county, the
first book to describe and illustrate any significant number of
them. Although Borlase's successors, especially in his own
district, supplemented his work with much valuable research,
nearly two centuries were to elapse before the publication of
a book of similar scope, Hencken's Archaeology of Cornwall
and Scilly, in 1932.
The most frequent criticism of Borlase's book is that his
conclusions, especially those concerning druids, were unduly
speculative, inadequately supported by evidence, and in
certain cases (e.g. the alleged artificial origin of rock basins)
demonstrably incorrect. Although much of this criticism
may be factually true, it ignores completely the fact that
Borlase's field-work, as recorded both in his book and his
unpublished MSS., was accurate and comprehensive, often
giving us the only available details of sites since damaged
or destroyed; the last few years have seen the re-discovery of
two long-lost sites from study of Borlase's notes.13
It is unreasonable to blame Borlase for his attribution
to the druids many sites now established to be of earlier
12. Borlase left a large M S . volume on the Cornish Language, now
at E n y s , which has been described in this journal by W . C .
Borlase (J.R.I.C.
V o l . I I V 7) and by Henry Jenner
(J.R.I.C.
V o l . X I X 162).
13. See Charles Thomas, The Rediscovery
of St. la's Chapel, Camborne, Cornish Archaeology
I I (1963) 77; R . B. Warner, Rediscovery of the Chapel at Chapel Forth, St. Agnes, lb. I V (1965)
41.
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date (such as stone circles) or natural origin (such as rock
basins). These theories were, on the information available
to him, attractive and tenable; the antiquaries of the 18th
century knew nothing of the sequence of stone, bronze and
iron ages, or of successive prehistoric migrations from
Europe, but regarded the prehistoric inhabitants of Britain
as a single indigenous race of " Ancient Britons", whose
caste of priests, the druids, was described by Caesar, Tacitus
and other reliable classical authors. It is therefore hardly
surprising that Borlase, having correctly deduced the stone
circles and similar monuments to be prehistoric in date and
religious or ceremonial in purpose, followed Stukeley and
others in attributing them to the druids; the available
evidence supported this theory and Borlase had ample
justification in putting it forward. So far as concerns the
rock basins, which Borlase was the first antiquary to attribute
to the druids, while one must accept the statements of
geologists that these are natural, the impression received
from an examination of them so overwhelmingly favours an
artificial origin that Borlase's discovery, recording and
explanation of these sites can only be regarded as a
scholarly achievement of the first magnitude, and the later
disproving of his theories as an unfortunate and ironic
sequel but not really relevant to an estimate of his work. 14
It is however true that many of Borlase's druidical
theories are, by modern standards, unduly speculative and
insufficiently supported by evidence. But he must be judged
by the standards of his own time, and his conclusions make
sober reading when compared with the wildly extravagant
fancies of William Stukeley; Borlase's theories were much
more closely linked with his fieldwork than were those of
Stukeley, and he never succumbed to Stukeley's besetting sin
of seeing on the ground only the evidence which supported
his own theories.15 Publication of Borlase's book made
14. F o r the theory of the artificial origin of rock basins see J .
Palmer, Rock Temples of the British Druids, Antiquity 152 (Dec.
1964) 285.
15. See A . L . Owen, The Famous Druids (1962) 117-135, and S.
Piggott, William Stukeley (1950) 92-131.
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direct comparison with Stukeley inevitable, and Borlase
received the warm support of Milles:—
"Dr. Stukeley shakes his sententious head at you for
thinking that the druids were ever guilty of idolatry.
He will not allow them to have deviated one step from
the old Patriarchal Religion, and is clear that they had
a knowledge of the Messiah—you will not think your
character hurt by such a disagreement."
(Milles to Borlase, 23rd March 1754: O L I I I 57a).
" You need not be in any pain on account of your
differing from Dr. Stukeley about any point of Druid
history. What you assert is founded on authority, but
he makes a system out of his own head, and never
cares whether he has any authority to support it.
There is no imagination so wild that he will not lay
down with all solemnity of truth, and treat it as if it
were demonstrably certain."
(Milles to Borlase, 25th April 1754: OL I I I 57b).
Borlase's own candid and logical approach to the
problem may be quoted from the preface of his book:—
" In treating of the superstition and rock-monuments of
the Druids, I may seem too conjectural to those who
will make no allowance for the deficiencies of History,
nor be satisfied with anything but evident Truths; but,
where there is no Certainty to be obtained, Probabilities
must suffice, and Conjectures are no faults, but when
they are either advanced as real Truths, or too copiously
pursued, or peremptorily insisted upon as decisive. In
Subjects of such distant Ages, where History will so
often withdraw her taper, Conjecture may sometimes
strike a new light, and the Truths of Antiquity be
more effectively pursued than where people will not
venture to guess at all. One Conjecture may move the
veil, another partly remove it, and a third, happier
still, borrowing light and strength from what went
before, may wholly disclose what we want to know."
In September 1755 Borlase was responsible for a suggestion that bore much fruit and showed him to be years
ahead of his time as a geographer. For some years he had
been in correspondence with Henry Baker (1698-1774), who
in 1754 was one of the leading founder-members of " the
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Society for the Encouragement of Arts, Manufactures and
Commerce" (now V\re "Roya\ Society ot Aits). I n response
to a request from Baker for suggestions as to projects
deserving the Society's support, Borlase wrote lamenting
the state of British Geography, " very low, and at present
wholly destitute of any public encouragement", and suggesting that the Society should offer premiums for accurate
surveys, in the hope that the Government would eventually
sponsor surveys of the whole Country. The Society adopted
this suggestion after some delay, and the first premium was
awarded to Benjamin Donn in 1765 for his map of Devon,
but it was not until the formation of the Ordnance Survey
in 1784 that Borlase's vision of a nationally sponsored
survey was fulfilled.15
In 1756 Borlase published his second book, Observations
on the Ancient and Present State of the Islands of Scilly,
in the form of a letter to Dean Lyttleton.17 The field-work
on which this book was based had all been carried out in
1752, when Borlase had spent two weeks at Scilly in the
company of his friend and curate, Henry Usticke, who had
married Walter Borlase's daughter Mary in 1751. The
journal of this visit, including several unpublished drawings,
is preserved at the Morrab Library, Penzance, and is very
interesting as showing Borlase at the height of his powers,
carrying out intensive field-work over entirely fresh ground
in a very limited time.
The two clergymen boarded the Godolphin sloop at
Penzance on the morning of Monday 25th May 1752, and
arrived at Scilly the following morning after a somewhat
alarming voyage beset by fog. After spending most of that
day in bed, they spent the whole of the 27th and the morning of the 28th measuring and recording the antiquities of
the southern part of St. Mary's. On the afternoon of the
28th they went to St. Agnes, where Borlase sampled the
16. See W . L . D . Ravenhill, Benjamin Donn, Trans. Devon
Assn.
1965 183, and his introduction to the bicentenary edition of
Donn's map, 1965, p.3.
17. A second edition of this book was published in 1966
Graham of Newcastle.

by F .
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water from the lighthouse tower, stated to be the best in
the Island, " but though I was very thirsty I could not drink
it." On the 29th—Restoration Day—they took part in an
agreeable ceremony before resuming field-work on St.
Mary's:—
" This being a publick thanksgiving day I was pleased
to see the Islanders observe the Restoration of Monarchy
and Church Government with as much zeal as became
the best of subjects. The drum beat, the soldiers
marched from the lines with their arms and drew up
before the Governour's lodgings, and there grounding
their arms, and leaving them under a proper guard, went
to Church. After Church Service we came back and the
soldiers getting under arms marched with the proper
officer at their head into the lines and drew up on the
terrace. From them we went with the Governour
Lt. Clutterbuck to the battery next the barracks, where
the Master Gunner and the other gunners attending,
seven cannon were fired, and three huzzaes; the
Governour then waving his hat, the soldiers of the
Garrison fired three rounds and made as many huzzaes."
(Journal of Tour to Scilly, p. 5).
The next day was spent exploring Tresco, and the 31st
(Sunday) around Old Town on St. Mary's. The antiquarian
survey of St. Mary's occupied the whole of June 1st and 2nd,
and on the 3rd " having hired some soldiers we proceeded to
open and search the barrows on Bosow (Buzza) hill near the
new town." Those excavations were followed by a violent
storm causing heavy damage throughout the Islands, and
on the following day Borlase was most concerned to learn
that the superstitious Islanders attributed this to the wrath
of the Giants whose graves had been disturbed by the two
visiting parsons. It was not until some days later, when the
commander of the garrison arrived from the mainland and
reported that the storm had been as violent there, that " we
were looked upon in a more favourable light." Meanwhile
on the 5th, the weather having abated, exploration of the
off-islands was resumed with visits to St. Helens and St.
Martins, and on the next day to Bryher and Sampson. Bad
weather returned on the 7th, when Borlase saw 35 ships
sheltering in St. Mary's pool within a bow-shot of the
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shore. The next day was spent on a final round of St.
Mary's finishing various drawings, and on the morning of
the 9th they sailed for home with a fair wind, arriving at
Penzance the same evening after a pleasant passage, having
been at Scilly for just 14 days.
Borlase's book on Scilly, based almost entirely on the
records of this brief visit, was not the first, for Robert
Heath's Account of Scilly had been published in 1750, but it
remains to this day unequalled as a clear and accurate
account of the antiquities, scenery, history, social conditions,
and maritime and strategic importance of the Islands, and
was praised by no less a critic than Dr. Samuel Johnson as
" one of the most pleasing and elegant pieces of local enquiry
that our country has produced."18 Borlase was much concerned at the neglected state of the Scillonian defences, but
declined to publish these criticisms—" I love my country too
much to expose its weakness " ( L B I I 88).
As a further example of Borlase's conscientious fieldwork, extracts follow from his journal of a tour undertaken
in June 1757, when he was mainly concerned with completing his drawings of houses for the Natural History.19 He
left Ludgvan on Monday 13th June, and " endeavouring to
get the nearest way to Piran Round kept on a very stony
and hilly road through St. Agnes." Having drawn the
round, he reached Nanswhyden in the evening and revised
his drawing of the house, going on to Prideaux Place at
Padstow on the Tuesday and drawing it on the Wedneseday.
On the 16th he crossed the Camel and " reached St. Minver
sands which were extremely quick, the horses getting out of
the boat almost to the belly, an hour after it would have
been quite dangerous." He examined St. Endellion Church,
then travelled east to draw Werrington House, and spent
the night in the White Hart at Launceston. On the Friday,
after another drawing at Werrington, he rode to Kilkhampton,
examined the church and the site of Stow, and then went to
the source of the Tamar:—
" a boggy space about 100 feet long and 30 feet wide in
18. Literary Magazine M a y 1756 91.
19. M S . Excursions, R . I . C . Truro.
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the apex of which amidst the rushes rises a spring, in
winter very forceably but in the dry summer so small
that it afforded above ground no running water, the
basin about 1 foot 6 inches diameter of fair water well
tasted."
Next day he set off down the Tamar Valley, to spend
two nights at the seat of his mother's family at Hayne,
and went on to Hexworthy on the Monday. On the 21st
he headed west again, being told at Camelford of a huge
logan stone on the summit of Rough Tor which he had no
time to visit. On Wednesday the 22nd he reached and drew
Trewithen, on the following day Carclew, and on the Friday
corrected his drawing of Enys and dined at Trelowarren.
On the 25th, having drawn Trelowarren and examined the
new church being built at Helston by Lord Godolphin, he
returned home, after nearly two weeks of travel but only
one Sunday's absence from his parish.
In October 1757 Borlase went again to Oxford to
supervise the printing of his Natural History of Cornwall,
using the services of the same printers and engraver as with
the Antiquities, and returned to Cornwall on completion of
this task in the following April. It is unnecessary to say
much about this book, since it has recently been subjected
to an expert criticism in this journal by Dr. F . A. Turk,
who commends Borlase's lack of concern with Tonkin's
" apparitions, natural prodigies, monsters and superstitions,"
and the scrupulous accuracy of his records.20 The great
scope of the book, which is dedicated to " the Nobility and
Gentry of the County of Cornwall," is best shown by its full
title:—
" The Natural History of Cornwall. The Air, Climate,
Waters, Rivers, Lakes, Sea and Tides; of the Stones,
Semimetals, Metals, Tin, and the Manner of Mining;
the Constitution of the Stannaries; Iron, Copper, Silver,
Lead and Gold, found in Cornwall. Vegetables, Rare
Birds, Fishes, Shells, Reptiles, and Quadrupeds: of the
Inhabitants, their Manners, Customs, Plays or Interludes,
Exercises, and Festivals; the Cornish Language, Trade,
Tenures and Arts."
20. Natural History
237-242.
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In fact more than half the book is concerned with
geology and mineralogy, showing the direction from which
the author had approached the study. Many of the illustrations are of Cornish houses, engraved to scale at the expense
of their owners. Borlase's justification of these illustrations
in a work on natural history (" it might be some satisfaction
to posterity to see the patrimonial habitations of their
ancestors") seems a little illogical, but has proved fully
justified.
Borlase's next concern was a munificent gift to his
Alma Mater, best described in his own words:—
" As soon as he returned, his first care was to send all
the fossils and remains of antiquity, which he had
described in his works, for the satisfaction of the curious,
as well as his testimony of gratitude to his Alma Mater,
to the care of the learned Mr. Huddesford, fellow of
Trinity College and curator of the Ashmolean Museum,
to be there reposited; for which he received the thanks
of the University in a letter from the Rev. Dr. Thomas
Randolph, then head of Corpus Christi College and
Vice-Chancellor, dated 10th November 1758; and the
fossils, etc., were placed in a glass desk or cabinet for
the more commodious examination. He continued to
send everything curious in his department, as it came to
hand, to the same repository." (AB).
It was not for some years that his services to scholarship
and to Oxford were recognised with an honour as unexpected
as it was appropriate; in March 1766 he received the
Honorary Degree of Doctor of Laws, thus at the age of 70
becoming known as " D r . Borlase," by which name he is
always remembered; as he put it, " an old man must die a
young doctor." ( L B I I I 199).
PUBLIC AND PARISH WORK

Compared with his brother Walter, William Borlase
played but a small part in public life. He was a welcome
guest at Clowance, Tehidy and the other great houses of west
Cornwall, and as a friend of Sir John St. Aubyn, who was
M.P. for Cornwall from 1722 until his death in 1744, he
took some part in elections and other political activity in
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the county, but this largely ceased after St. Aubyn died and
Borlase resolved to publish his researches.
In June 1734 the peace of Cornwall was rudely shattered
by astonishing events in the parish of Crowan, where a
pewterer called Henry Rogers defied a Chancery decree
ordering him to deliver up possession of Skewis house, fired
at and killed two of the Sheriff's officers and soldiers sent to
eject him, and barricaded himself into the house with a gang
of ruffians.21 In August the gentry of Penwith and Kerrier
met at Redruth and reported to the Sheriff that the only
method of dealing with Rogers was to batter down the house
with cannon. No action was taken, and for months afterwards anarchy and terror reigned in West Cornwall; as
Borlase lamented, " issuing warrants and swearing a multitude of constables had no effect against powder and ball."
( L B I 32). Rogers enjoyed much support among the lower
orders of society and to the clergy and gentry a popular
insurrection seemed near. In St. Aubyn's words, " the flame
is kindled here, but it has so much combustible matter to
prey upon, that God only knows where it may end."22
St. Aubyn was the nearest justice to Skewis, and thus " drew
upon himselfe the particular odium of Rogers, and was not
without just apprehensions of his house being burnt and
himself assassinated." He prudently sent his family to
Launceston where, according to Borlase, " his Lady even
there not free from fears of such an inhuman butcher contracted so ill an habit of body as brought on a sensible
decay." ( L B I 8). It was not until March 1735, after
Rogers had committed three more murders, that artillery
was brought from Pendennis to besiege Skewis, and even
then Rogers managed to escape, being captured at Salisbury
in April and hanged at Launceston in August. Borlase's
views on this, written after the escape and before the capture
of Rogers, are highly characteristic:—
" You will see that our country gentlemen could not
21. F o r an account of this episode prepared by St. Aubyn for
Borlase, see D. & C. N. & Q. Jan. 1964 231.
22. St. Aubyn to M r . Pawley of Gunwyn, August 1734; Hawkins
MSS. R . I . C . Truro.
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express more detestation of the offence, nor a more earnest
desire to have such a flagrant contempt of all government brought to its deserved punishment, and since His
Majesty's kind orders for the military to assist the civil
power everything has been done by both to wipe off
the reproach from this county by apprehending Rogers,
but hitherto indeed without effect, not owing to the
connivance or help of the gentry and principal persons
but to the wickedness of the common people, who out
of their false compassion scruple not to secrete and
conceal this man from justice, though they might have
£500 for taking him, at the same time that they would
not hesitate to knock a poor shipwrecked sailor in the
head for a sorry piece of timber perhaps not worth 6d.
Such inconsistencies and melancholy contradictions are
to be mett with sometimes in the selfe same person,
which instead of
[illegible] as a disgrace of
human nature I rather chuse to look upon as a proof of
the prejudices that result from the want of education,
for in this affair, which may deservedly reflect great
disgrace and infamy upon one part of our country, our
greatest comfort is that not one who bears the name and
character of a gentleman has been in any way accessory
to the support or escape of Rogers. I hope therefore
that you and all other friends to our country will, as
you justly may, take all occasions of setting this matter
in so candid a light as to let the reproach fall only
where it is entirely due, I mean on the low illiterate
vulgar in the neighbourhood of Skewis."
(to 'Mr. Harris', 14th April 1735: L B I 32).
His social views changed little in the next thirty years,
shown by the following letter:—
" We hear every day of murmurs of the common people,
of want of employ, of short wages, of dear provisions;
there may be some reason for this, our taxes are heavy
upon the necessaries of life, but the chief cause is the
extravagance of the vulgar in the unnecessaries of life.
In one tin work near me, where most of the tinners of
my parish have been employed for years, there were
lately computed to have been at one time threescore
snuffboxes. There may be in my parish about fifty girls
above fifteen years old, and I dare say forty-nine of them
have scarlet cloaks. There is scarce a family in the
parish, I mean of common labourers, but have tea once
if not twice a day, and in the parish almshouse there are
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several families and parts of families, but not one
without their tea-kettle, and brandy when they can
purchase it—in short all labourers live above their condition, and can it then be wondered at that wages price
and hire should fall short of their wants."
(to Bishop Lyttleton, 3rd February 1766: L B I I I 193).
In 1744 there was a county by-election following the
death of Sir William Carew of Antony, who had been one
of the members since 1717. The candidature of his son,
Sir Coventry Carew, was supported both by St. Aubyn, the
other county member, and by Sir William Morice, to whose
influence Borlase owed his living of St. Just, and Borlase was
very embarrassed to receive a letter from the Duke of Bolton,
patron of his Ludgvan living, requiring him in peremptory
terms to support another candidate:—
" Sir William Carey (sic), your late representative for
the County of Cornwall, being dead, and all the gentlemen in the Whig interest having unanimously agreed to
set up Mr. Carteret (Lord Carteret's son) to be chosen
in his room, I therefore desire, and in gratitude shall
expect, you to give your vote and interest for him at
the next election, by which you'l oblige, your most
assured friend, Bolton. P.S. This gentleman is grandson to the Countess of Granville, and it is upon the
family's interest he is set up, and not because Lord
Carteret is Secretary of State."
(Duke of Bolton to Borlase, 12th March 1743/4: OL I
238).
This letter is a vivid example of how pressure could
then be brought upon voters, and Borlase's dignified and
tactful reply shows equally how an upright man could withstand it:—
" I have received the honour of yours and think myself
very unfortunate that when your Grace was disposed to
mention Lord Carteret's son to me to succeed Sir
William Carew, I had no friend near to acquaint you
with the obligations I lay under to the principal gentlemen who were likely to oppose him, and the intimacy
I have been honoured with for more than twenty years
by Sir John St. Aubyn, besides the confidence he has
lately placed in me of trusting his only son's education
to me. I am in that situation also my Lord Duke as
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that I have obligations of the same nature with those,
which I shall always acknowledge with the utmost
gratitude I owe to your Grace, to Sir William Morice,
whose letter for Sir Coventry Carew I received immediately after your Grace's; I had particular obligations
to the late Sir William Carew whose further favours I
was sollicking (not without some hopes of success) when
he dyed. I am persuaded that if your Grace had been
acquainted with these attachements you would have
been so good to me as to leave me at liberty (as the
other gentlemen must do) to serve my country in the
best manner I am able at the approaching election;
and if I find myselfe obliged to depart from your
Grace's recommendation (which I shall do with great
reluctance) you will impute it not to a sense of any
obligations superiour to those I have to you, but to the
sincere, though perhaps mistaken, conviction of what I
owe to my country."
(to the Duke of Bolton, n.d.: L B I 73)
In the event, Carew was elected and served as Member
until his death in 1748, Carteret receiving so little support
that he described his journey to Cornwall as the most disagreeable one he had ever taken ( L B I 75).
On 15th August 1744 Cornwall lost one of its leading
figures and Borlase his closest friend and most influential
patron with the death of St. Aubyn at Pencarrow, the seat
of Sir John Molesworth. It was immediately decided that
Molesworth should stand for the vacant seat and on the
following day Sir William Morice wrote urgently to
Borlase:—
" Sir John Molesworth is absolutely resolved to offer
himself for the County. I don't doubt in the least of
your readiness to serve him but I must beg you to solicit
your friends as soon as possible for our enemies are new
at work and it would be a most severe mortification to
us all for such dirty people to triumph over us."
(Morice to Borlase, 16th August, 1744: O L I 239).
Borlase's reply describes vividly the outburst of political
activity and jobbery which followed St. Aubyn's death and
reveals also the surprising extent to which he was personally
involved at this time:—

150
" Upon the melancholly account from Pencarrow of Sir
John St. Aubyn's illness and repeated advices that there
were no hopes of his recovery, Mr. Hawkins, Mr. Collins
and myselfe began to be in pain not only for the
particular loss of a most dear and honoured friend but
also the general loss which this country would sustain.
It was therefore agreed to meet at Tehiddy on Wednesday last (concluding that we must there hear of Sir
John's death) and that I should from thence immediately
after dinner proceed on towards Pencarrow (being
informed that you were there) in order to be acquainted
with your and Sir John Moleseworth's sentiments and
resolutions on so deplorable an accident. At the same
time we did not in the least doubt that the same zeal
which you shewed for the true interest of this county
with so much success on a late occasion would animate
you even in this, and wished above anything that Sir
John Molesworth would offer himselfe for the county.
At Tehiddy hearing some rumour of Sir John's having
been better the Monday and that he was not dead, we
were willing to entertain the best hopes of his recovery
and so I returned hither that night. Till Fryday evening
we could learn nothing certain when Sir Francis Vyvyan's
letter from Sir John Molesworth informed us (for Mr.
Collins and I were with him at Trelowarren) both of the
loss of Sir John St. Aubyn and of what was most likely
to remedy the publick part of it, Sir John Molesworth's
intention to stand for the county in his room. Sir
Francis was very hearty and immediately dispatched as
many messengers as time would permit to places thought
most necessary to be first applied to. Mr. Hawkins sent
Mr. Trevenin to us to desire we might meet him at
Clowance Saturday afternoon, and the letters from
Sir John Molesworth, and immediately we proceeded to
send an answer to Sir John Molesworth expressing our
readiness to serve him, and our thanks for his being so
ready to serve his country. With this Mr. Hawkins sent
letters to the several Stewards of the Tehiddy and his
son's estates and to several tenants in the east. As to
the west we have taken all possible care, Penzance list
was brought us at Clowance by a very honest gentleman
one Mr. Veale and Sir John Molesworth will have a
great majority there; the same day Mr. Arundell and
Parson Gwavas gentlemen of the best interest in Paul
went there, and there is no doubt of a majority there
also. The St. Ives people were also applied to in the
most proper manner we could think of there and the
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steps pursued and upon the whole we hope to have
three to two in our Hundred in spite of all opposition
which we can present foresee. However, as we must be
sometimes contented with half promises instead of whole
ones, and very often the most solemn promises are
ineffectual, and as Sir John St. Aubyn's personal
interest here was very great, and consequently the shock
will be most felt in these parts, it was the opinion that
it might be of great service to the general cause if you
and Sir John would come to Clowance and make a
short tour to the towns where there are great numbers
of votes and the sooner the better
" And now Sir you will excuse me if I presume to
condole with you and the distressed orphans on the
most melancholly accident that could have befallen you
both; you have that humanity to consider that though
yours is the greatest loss mine is great enough in conscience, and will excuse me for mentioning upon paper
what my heart is too full of to mention any other
way . . . . "
(to Sir William Morice, 19th August, 1744: L B I 74).
Molesworth was elected and in due course was joined
as County Member by St. Aubyn's son, who died in 1772
shortly after Borlase.
Borlase's interest in politics did not long survive his
decision to publish, but this cannot be said of his parochial
work, for he remained a dutiful and conscientious clergyman
until the end of his life. Although the incumbent of two
parishes he was not a " pluralist" in the sense so often
criticised; he worked Ludgvan without the aid of a curate
for fifty years until the last few months of his life, and kept
a most careful watch over the spiritual and material needs
of his parishioners both there and at St. Just.
One of the most remarkable of all Borlase's letters is
that to Mr. Bettesworth of St. Ives:—
" I hope the rumours of your pretending to conjuration
are not true, and I have so much charity as to believe
that you have not been medling in the dangerous
mysteries of a lower world, but rather, like a good
Christian, defy and refuse all intercourse with the devil.
Yet since there are such rumours, and you are said to
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take upon you to discover lost and stolen goods, I hope
you will think that to retrieve and vindicate your character it will be necessary for you to use abundant
caution that you give no encouragement to silly women
to come to you on such foolish and wicked errants; and
particularly I am obliged to desire that no such encouragements may be given to those persons who are the
flock, and must be the care, of your most humble
servant, William Borlase."
(to Mr. J . Bettesworth, 4th March, 1727/8: L B I 23).
Ludgvan Church was inadequate in size, as witness the
following letter:—
" Everyone now confesses that our church is much too
small for the present inhabitants, above fifty persons
last Sunday having been forced to stand or sitt in the
alleyes. In our little gallery the men are crowded on
one the other's backs, many of our best tenements have
no seats, these things are so confessedly true that those
who opposed it with the greatest virulence at first have
now consented to build another isle to our church."
(to John Rogers, n.d. 1739: L B I 53).
An approach to the Earl of Godolphin, chief adventurer
in the mine largely responsible for the increase in population,
brought a promise of £50, but shortly afterwards the project
was " by an unhappy division among the parishioners set
aside", and Godolphin's gift was delayed until 1754 and
then used to provide an endowment for a schoolmaster
( L B I 63, 65, I I 113).
In 1740 an interesting mural painting was discovered in
Ludgvan Church and recorded by Borlase in great detail,
though with the comment, " such fooleries scarce deserve a
place here without apology, much less a place in the house of
God; but in times of ignorance, devotion will be always
jostled and disgraced by superstitious, not to say profane,
triflings." One of the subjects depicted was a fox being
hanged by some geese, surprisingly considered by Borlase to
be designed " to show the parishioners the fatal consequence
of depriving the parson of his tithe geese " (MS. Account of
Ludgvan; Old Cornwall VI 228).
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The care of Ludgvan highways took up much of
Borlase's attention, and involved him in correspondence
with justices and others, since the geographical position of the
parish astride nearly all the routes between the nearby
towns gave it more roads than any other in Cornwall, or,
as Borlase thought, than most of equal size in England. (AB).
Borlase's relations with his parish of St. Just are best
revealed by his correspondence with and about his curates.
His first curate there was a Mr. Tregurtha, to whom he
wrote in 1734:—
" I was last Monday at St. Just where I had such a poor
account of my parishioners, as that they are very much
given to drinking especially on the Sabbath day of which
they spend a great part in the ale tippling houses in the
Church Town, and begin to absent themselves from
their church on holy days, with some other irregularities
too many here to be mentioned; so that you will doubtless think it
[illegible] that I must desire you to
preach to them on the observation of the Sabbath and
that you would speak to the churchwardens and constables that they punish the very first persons they take
in any ale-houses during divine service as the law directs,
and I will appear with them on all such occasions; and
I desire the most public notice may be given to all
the parishioners that they shall be prosecuted with the
utmost severity for all breaches of the Sabbath day,
and since they are so easily seduced from their duty
into intemperance and profaning the Sabbath, which
(you know) are the two great inletts of all vice, I must
desire you on no account whatsoever whilst your health
permitts to be absent in the forenoon of a Sunday and
as seldom as possibly may be in the afternoon, knowing
that we must give an account of both forenoon and
afternoon to the Diocesan that has appointed us to the
cure of these souls, and that the several tenements of
the parish be called upon in the order as you think
fitting to send their children to be catechised every
Sunday afternoon, and that you will give notice that
prayers will begin on all holy daies at the usual hour at
eleven o'clock at farthest and at half after ten on
Sundays. These methods (which I follow thank God
with some success at Ludgvan) may contribute in some
measure to prevent that depravity of manners to which
my parishioners of St. Just are too subject as well as

those of other parishes, and though I write not this to
reflect in any manner upon your conduct, you know it
is your duty and mine to watch over all their advances
towards vice and impiety, and mutually inform one the
other of what we think most likely to prevent them. As
I have taken the liberty to propose these several particulars for their amendment to your notice, I shall be
exceedingly glad to be appraised by you of any other
rules that might be put in practice for the advantage of
that parish, it being our joint and equally incumbent
duty as I apprehend to concert and diligently pursue all
measures that may tend to reclaim instruct and save
them."
(to the Rev. Tregurtha, 18th May, 1734: L B I 29).
Four years later Borlase sent Tregurtha the following
memorable rebuke:—
" Ever since I was Vicar of St. Just I have taken every
opportunity of talking to you of the largeness of the
congregation which you are (by my means) licensed to
serve, how necessary it was for you to be generally in
the way where private baptisms must of necessity be so
frequent, the sick many, and notices to bury the dead
must every now and then call upon you . . . . You
have for the last five years left this congregation without
divine service one part of the Sabbath in serving for
other clergymen much oftener than it was your turn
Many populous villages of this parish lye at a
distance from the church, for which reason I have often
told you how expedient it is for you to begin prayers
at an early hour,
but you have not begun at
proper hours notwithstanding my frequent notices and
intreaties, so that people who live at a distance from the
church cannot conveniently attend divine service and
do complain against you as the occasion of it. You
are so often out of the parish and at such a distance
generally that people cannot conveniently come to you
because they know not where to find you to give notice
for burying the dead, and when they have found you,
and you have appointed the hour, you are not punctual
of which people may justly complain, nay sometimes
you have not come at all for the whole day, but the
people have been forced at last after all their waiting
to leave the corps in the church all night. I find many of
that congregation tardy in receiving the sacrament; I
have told you of it, and what methods you have taken
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to bring them out of such a dangerous state I do not
find, but I advised you to lay them under a prohibition
which you might justly do, and which probably might
bring them to some thoughts of receiving, and this was
never to admit any non-communicants to be gossips,23
notwithstanding this and that 'tis expressly contrary to
the 29th canon you admitt all without distinction. You
were advised to call out the children to catechism
separately by their tenements, but you do it not. You
undertake to read prayers on Wednesdayes and Fridayes
in Lent, but you are wanting often without giving any
notice, and when you come, you come at unseasonable
hours. You keep a list of the persons buried married
and christened not in the Register, but in a loose scrip
of paper
You have added to all this what is
worse than all, which is your engaging yourselfe to
supply another church every second Sunday, whereby
the church of St. Just is destitute of evening service one
Sunday in two
You have entered into this
engagement five months since without once consulting
me, nay you have shewn still a greater contempt of me
for you have continued to serve this other church to
the neglect of your own without mentioning it to me
even after you were informed how uneasy I was at your
acting in this extraordinary manner. This you have done
though there are six clergymen nearer to Paul than
yourselfe and five of those have much less congregations. Such has been your conduct and I can no longer
suffer you to persist in such negligence and irregularities
without making my complaints against you to a proper
authority, but to shew you how unwilling I am to
expose you to a displeasure which may be of very ill
consequence to you, I will not write the Archdeacon or
Bishop of this till Monday the 22nd of this month,
and if you will promise to enter immediately upon
reforming those faults above mentioned, if you come
and promise me you will do your duty for the future,
which is all I ever did or will desire of you, I will not
yet complain against you
If I proceed to
extremities 'tis your own fault
"
(to the Rev. Tregurtha, 15th May 1738: L B I 45).
The effect of this letter is not recorded, but unhappily
Tregurtha was dead before the end of the year. The most
23. ' Gossips ' =

god-parents.
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satisfactory of his successors was Henry Usticke, Borlase's
companion on his excursion to Scilly, who remained at
St. Just for over ten years until he became Vicar of Breage
in 1755. Usticke was a member of an ancient St. Just
family and an admirable curate, but after he left Borlase
found it very difficult to find curates willing to stay long in
that bleak parish, writing as follows to the Diocesan
Registrar:—
" It is a great pity that some discouragement cannot be
laid in the way of curates shifting themselves from one
church to another upon the most frivolous pretences, so
that instead of applying contentedly to their charge they
have undertaken, they are immediately considering
where they may translate themselves more into the ways
of gaiety and imaginary pleasure."
(to Mr. Geare, n.d. March 1762: L B I I I 34).
He described the conditions of the curacy to a prospective curate:—
" The curacy of St. Just I reckon well worth £50 a year,
the salary is £37 half yearly paid, the surplice fees are
12 guineas, sometimes more but very seldom less, and
funeral sermons are more or less as the parishioners
are disposed, and you need not keep a horse unless you
chuse it. You and your friends will best decide whether
a young clergyman willing to do his duty can be better
placed for a little time till a living offers than in a
healthy air, six short miles west of Penzance, one church
only and people remarkably civil to their minister, with
the above emoluments."
(to the Rev. Anthony Williams, 2nd April 1762: L B
I I I 38).
Borlase insisted on strict qualifications in his curates;
in July 1766 he declared, " I take no curate who has in any
wise leaned to or encouraged the Methodists or their
teachers," and in 1761 he sought an assurance from the
Bishop that a proposed curate " was not infected with
Methodism, or any ways inclined to favour the singularities
which have lately so much divided the town of Truro," 24
24. A reference to the evangelical activities of Samuel Walker, curate
of St. Mary's, T r u r o ; see G . C . B . Davies, The Early Cornish
Evangelicals (1951).

DR.

WILLIAM

BORLASE

Portrait by Allan Ramsay at Truro Museum.
Photograph by Charles Woolf.

158

In fact the evidence is conclusive that Wesley's references
to " Dr. Borlase " are to Walter, who was at that time both
a magistrate and a doctor,27 whereas William was never a
magistrate and did not receive his doctorate until over
twenty years later. Some of Walter's actions were undoubtedly arbitrary and high-handed, but it must be remembered
that at the time the country was full of rumours of Jacobite
plots and invasions, the Pretender was said to be hiding at
Boskenna, and to a diligent and alarmed magistrate the
possibility of the travelling preachers being Jacobite spies
seemed as likely as it now seems absurd.28 It is pleasant
to record that John Wesley was an admirer of William
Borlase's scholarship; in 1757, having looked over the
Antiquities, he concluded that " he is a fine writer, and
quite master of his subject."29
Borlase's resentment of unorthodoxy was roused not
only by Methodist activity in his parishes but also by so
seemingly harmless an institution as a Quaker School at
St. Just, as shown by the following letter to the Archdeacon
of Cornwall:—
" There is a person in the parish of St. Just who persists
is keeping a school for children, notwithstanding the
frequent representations I have made to him against it.
He is by profession a Quaker and therefore I need not
say that he is not legally licensed. Being very unwilling
for some time past to lay him open to the severity of
the law, I have often informed him of the danger of
his proceedings and admonished him to desist, or that
I should be obliged to make my complaints against
him as one highly improper to be entrusted with the
education of youth. But what I have said has been to
so little purpose that his school increases and I now find
at least twelve parents who send their children to him,
for which reason I think it is my duty to apply myselfe
to you, and desire to be informed in what manner I
may best contribute to suppress what I am afraid is a
growing evil, and if continued may probably corrupt
the principles of youth."
27. Walter Borlase received the Cambridge Degree of L L . D . in 1725.
28. J . Pearce, The Wesleys in Cornwall (1964) 14-17.
29. Journal of John Wesley, 16 Sept. 1757; Pearce, op. cit. 128.
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(to Archdeacon Allanson, 21st September 1738: L B
I 47).
FAMILY L I F E

Of all the Borlase family least is recorded of William
Borlase's wife Anne; no letter between them survives, and
we have only William's reference to his studies being helped
by " his happy connection with one who took more than her
part of domestick cares" (AB), and a few compliments in
letters from friends. Milles described her as " the happy
mixture of the philosopher and matron" (OL I I I 83), and
John Ellis as " the most curious lady I know of her sex "
(OL I V 242), ' curious' here meaning ' studious.'30 Until
her death in 1769 she seems to have been an ideal scholar's
wife.
They had six children, all sons, namely William (172656), John (1727-80), Walter (1728-30), Christopher (1729-50),
George (1731-75), and another Walter who was born and
died in 1732. Thus two died as infants, two as young men,
and two only survived their parents. Their father's accounts
show various payments for clothing, dancing lessons and
early schooling for the boys,31 and in 1739 William and John
were sent to Truro Grammar School, to be followed by
Christopher and George in the following year. The headmaster was George Conon (1701-75), a Scotsman described
by a later pupil, the historian Polwhele, as a strict disciplinarian who was feared but loved, " a sound grammarian, a
Christian firm in belief, and punctual in practice."32 From
this formidable pedagogue three of the boys went to the
University (William to Trinity, Oxford; John to Pembroke,
Cambridge; and George to Balliol, Oxford), and in due
course into the Church; William became curate first of
Redruth, then of Constantine, and died unmarried in 1756
30. Compare O L I V 283, a letter Borlase received in 1760 from
" Alex de Demidoff E s q . a curious R u s s i a n " .
31. On 15 March 1743/4 is the remarkable entry, " Seeing the big
woman, 2s." Presumably this refers to a visit with the children
to see the fat lady at a fair ( M S . Account Book, R . I . C . Truro).
32. R . Polwhele, History of Cornwall V (1816) 64.
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shortly after becoming Vicar of Zennor; John became Rector
of St. Mewan in 1754 and married Anne Rowe; and George
became Vicar of South Petherwin after some years as a
Fellow of All Souls', and married Alice Dewen, daughter of
a Marazion merchant.
The career of Christopher Borlase was very different
from those of his brothers.33 In May 1745 his father took
him to Plymouth and put him aboard H.M.S. Monmouth
as an able seaman (i.e. gentleman volunteer). It is hard not
to sympathise with a boy thrust into the severe life of the
18th century navy, especially in war time, but Christopher's
letters to his father show that he was generally happy, and
doubtless the items shown in his father's accounts as " cash
to K i t t " helped. Christopher's ship was mostly engaged in
operations against the French in the western approaches, and
he took part in several battles, being promoted to midshipman in March 1747. After the coming of peace in 1748 the
Monmouth paid off and, despite the patronage of Sir Coventry
Carew, Borlase found some difficulty in finding his son
another ship. However in August 1749 Christopher sailed
for the Guinea coast in H.M.S. Surprize, and the illustrated
journal which he kept at his father's request shows that he
had inherited William Borlase's gifts of keen observation and
accurate description. On 21st February 1749/50 he died
and was buried at sea, but the news did not reach Ludgvan
until May, when the Surprize, homeward bound off the
Lizard, stopped a Penzance boat and put ashore Christopher's
trunk containing his sword, papers and other possessions,
with a letter of condolence from the captain. In Ludgvan
church can be seen a most pathetic inscription on the small
tablet erected by William and Anne Borlase to the memory
of their son:—
" B y the smallness of this table judge not, Reader, of
that loss which it deplores. Christopher Borlase, a
youth of sweet and amiable disposition, chusing the life
of a sailor, and making quick advances to deserve the
honours of his profession, died, neither by the fury of
33. See Christopher
1960 193.
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and his Portrait, D. & C. N. & Q. July
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war in which he was engaged about four years, nor by
the dangerous element on which he served his king and
country, but by a fever; like a fair flower that had
survived the winter's hail and storms, reserved to be
gathered, not torn off, in time of peace. He was taken
by God to himself on the coast of Guinea, February 21,
1749. His affectionate parents, deprived of a most
hopeful son, and unable to pay him the proper funeral
duties, engrave their remembrance of him in this plate;
contented, because such was the will of God."
William Borlase's relations with his surviving sons were
normally cordial, but at times their financial improvidence
caused him much concern. When William of Zennor died
in 1756 he left a number of debts for which his father
assumed responsibility. In May 1760 John of St. Mewan
got into financial difficulties and received a paternal tirade
from Ludgvan:—
" In every article since you begun to have dealings with
workmen there is the justest reason to suppose that you
have been the dupe of them all. With the levity of a
child you have ranged everywhere for money without
the least consideration either how or when you should
repay, or that you were spending in unnecessaries what
your wife and children have a right to for the necessaries
of life. With the most egregious vanity you have been
profuse in furniture, house, cloaths and gardening, in all
greatly beyond your circumstances, and you at last see
yourself reduced to the necessity of sueing to those
whose advice you never asked in any one particular of
expense, and when offered without being asked you as
constantly rejected."
(to John Borlase, n.d. May 1760: L B I I 178).
In the same year George was reported to be living
extravagantly at A l l Souls and did not take kindly to his
father's suggestion that he should return home to become
curate of St. Just; Borlase wrote thus to Francis Basset:—
" Upon his entering that foundation and ever since I took
every opportunity of cautioning him against setting his
mind on the high living which people of rank and
fortune there might well afford but would not suit him,
but that if he minded his studies (as he did not want
capacity) he would be level to most of them in literature
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and esteem, and though of inferiour fortune would with
the credit of that fellowship appear in the world on a
very decent footing until he were better provided for
I writ him about a month since that at Ladyday
next my cure of St. Just should be vacant, and I would
make it worth his while if he would come and serve it,
but I am very apprehensive that he will make some
frivolous objection to such a retired situation, without
considering that all people were not born to live in
Oxfordshire or London."
(to Francis Basset, 13th February 1760: L B I I 175).
George's next suggestion was that his father should
resign the living of St. Just in his favour, but this was not
well received:—
" I desire he will immediately come down and bring a
different temper of mind with him than to think that I
can justifye resigning one of my parishes into the hands
of so poor a manager . . . . I am afraid that he is
still mad after high life, and intends to squire it away
in Cornwall till it is as impracticable to stay here, as
where he now is."
(to Mr. J . Vivian, 16th March 1761: L B I I 180).
To complete Borlase's financial worries, in 1760 the
family of his sister-in-law, Mrs. Elizabeth Peter, widow of a
vicar of Mawnan, fell into such hardship that she had to
seek refuge at Ludgvan from the bailiffs.
As well as his own family, Borlase's household normally
included, from 1738 to 1751 at least, one resident pupil.
These included Thomas Hawkins (1723-66), the heir to
Trewithen; Sir John St. Aubyn (1726-72), son and heir to
Borlase's patron; Sir Richard Vyvyan (1732-81) of Trelowarren; and John Prideaux Basset (1740-56) of Tehidy.
Nothing shows more conclusively the esteem in which
Borlase was held by his fellow-gentry than that the heirs to
lour of the greatest estates in west Cornwall were thus
entrusted to his care.
For many years Borlase kept a Cornish chough as a
pet, as shown by the following letter:—
" Our chough is now I think in its fourteenth year. It
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has sometimes been sick, Mrs. Borlase is the doctor,
and when its appetite appeared to be disordered she has
grated rubarb made up with a little meal into a paste
with success; if his spirits are low we infuse saffron into
his water; and as he has free egress and ingress, he
appears generally at dinner, knocking at the door if it be
shut with his bill till 'tis opened; his place is to perch
behind my chair, his favourite dish is the yolk of a
boiled egg, which he will take off my plate without
leave; if there is any white meat, particularly chicken
or veal, he expects his share minced for him, and he
flies upon the table and back to his perch without
ceremony and manners. It is a bird that loves such
familiarity and I apprehend cannot live in solitude
where he has not liberties of ranging and varying the
scene."
(to Dean Milles, 31st January 1763: L B I I I 91).
From time to time these birds were despatched by
Borlase to his friends in London; thus in 1757 at the request
of Oliver he sent two young choughs to London for Mr. Legg
the Chancellor of the Exchequer, but neither lived long
despite their " sprightly wit and active parts " (OL I I I 117a,
118a).
For the greater part of their long lives the relations
between William and Walter Borlase were cordial, but an
unhappy estrangement followed the death of their father in
1755. " John of Pendeen " remained physically active and
vigorous into extreme old age, but in his last years his
extravagance and follies caused much anxiety to his children,
especially to Walter as the heir to the family estates. Thus
in July 1752 Walter wrote to his son John Pendarves
Borlase, " 'tis the sorest of my afflictions to see him who
gave me birth to outlive the proper use of his intellects, to
see him squandering away a fine income upon a tatterdemallion crew of tinners;" and again to Oliver in December
1753, " the mortifications I undergo from the old gentleman's
perverse and inflexible temper are inexpressible."34
When William Borlase married in 1724 his father had
agreed with Anne Smith's step-father, the Rev. Robert
34. Walter Borlase Letters, McNeill MSS., Morrab Library.
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Newcombe, who was a trustee of the marriage settlement,
that he would grant William a lease of Rosecadgehill on
three lives, but the document remained unsigned for many
years and was not finally completed until 1753. After John
died Walter as his heir found it necessary to challenge the
validity of his brother's lease, William took counsel's opinion,
and for some months feeling ran high. In July 1755 Walter
complained to William " you or your advisers seem to be
drawing the matter rather to a Chancery suit than to an
amicable accommodation." In November William offered to
accept the mediation and arbitration of Dr. Oliver as a close
friend of both brothers, but this was without avail and it was
not until the summer of 1756 that a compromise settlement
was reached. Thereafter harmonious relations were restored
and Walter and William were regular visitors to each other's
homes until William's death ( L B I I 93, 122, 130, 135).
Walter's relations with his family, and especially his
sons, were frequently very bad, and his letters to and about
them make sad reading. William's services were occasionally requested as an avuncular mediator, as in 1768 when a
disagreement arose between Walter and his son William:—
" Riding for the air last Monday I met my cousin
William coming here. He told me he had much disobliged you, and that the affair was now quite over,
and begged me to speak to the Archdeacon to get him a
curacy somewhere near Exeter which was the place he
chose to fix in, and that he should be glad of any
conciliatory offices I might do him with you. I spoke
yesterday to the Archdeacon who will do all in his
power but knows no vacancy there as yet. I also found
that the Bishop has displaced Bullock from Zenor, and
refused it to Lane who by some mistake or other was so
simple as to apply thinking it consistent with Lanrake.
Upon this I had some talk with cousin William, and
consulted your friend Symons, and we both agreed
that William should apply to you to mention him to
the Bishop (who I dare say has him in his eye) but that
he should do nothing without your approbation. My
farther share of the task was to acquaint you with the
result, which I told William I would not take upon me
upon any other condition than that he gave me under
his hand that he had dropped all thoughts of what had
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given you and his friends such uneasiness. Before I left
the company I had the following letter:—' You may with
the utmost truth from me assure my father that the
affair in which I have so much disobliged him and which
he lately took notice of to me is entirely at an end.'
Now, dear Brother, the rest must be referred to your
own breast, and you will best judge how consistent
applying for Zenor may be with your other views as to
Kenwyn, and whether in case the Bishop should think fit
to offer you Zenor for your son, as his predecessor did
to me for mine, whether it will not distress you to refuse
it for fear of losing both."
(to Walter Borlase, 5th May 1768: L B I I I 274).
The younger William duly became Vicar of Zennor,
where he found the vicarage in ruins and totally unsuitable
for the abode of " a resident and regularly bred clergyman,
and a graduate " 3 5 ; he became Vicar of Madron also on his
father's death.
OLD

A G E , DEATH AND POSTERITY

Borlase's last years were spent, not in the retirement
which he had so richly earned, but in industrious activity
scarcely less than during the strenuous decade of publication
which preceded them. His life's work had been accomplished, and he was established as beyond question the
leading Cornish scholar of his time; he was contented with
his lot, and had no wish for the ecclesiastical promotion
which he could probably have obtained after his friends and
pupils became Deans, Bishops, Baronets and patrons of rich
livings; he wrote thus to Milles with congratulations on his
becoming Dean of Exeter:—
" Every hope and spark of promotion has long since
left me, and I desire only to pass gently down the tide
of life in my present little bark; if I had any ambition
it is abundantly gratified in the advancement of two
persons who have distinguished me by a degree of
intimacy far from being deserved."
(to Dean Milles, 28th March 1762: L B I I I 37).
35. Tithe Account Book of Rev. William Borlase of Zennor, C . R . O .
Truro.
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Inevitably Borlase's political views tended to become
even more reactionary as old age advanced; thus in 1766 he
complained bitterly to St. Aubyn: " If you are not able to
keep the mad Americans from disputing Acts of Parliament,
it will not be worth your notice or that of anyone else to
think of a seat in St. Stephen's Chapel." ( L B I I I 192).
In the last year of his life Borlase wrote to Milles
regarding the degeneracy of the times:—
" I lament the profligacy not of the age but of that
republican spirit and daring boldness, traducing in the
most offensive language the hitherto most revered characters, without the least decency; attempting the Liturgy,
and petitioning for the doors of the Church of England
to be thrown open to every profane intruder. From such
unprincipled men the clergy must expect to be perpetually pelted and their just rights insulted, but I hope the
Legislature have had sufficient warnings to be on their
guard."
(to Dean Milles, n.d. March 1772: L B I I I 356).
He also found himself unable to appreciate modern
developments in literature, especially in fiction, as shown
by the following:—
" I have unfortunately such a veneration for the ancients
that I don't sufficiently perhaps esteem the moderns
upon which others lay out not only their money (that's
nothing but to booksellers) but their time which should
be very precious and their affections which should be
more so . . . . Who reads Homer or Horace now, when
he can take up Tom Jones? Who will read Xenophon's
Cyrus, or run with delight to a Pastoral in Theocritus
or Virgil, or to a tragedy in Sophocles, when he may
saunter away his easy hours, and repose his brain with
a David Simple, a Parson Andrews, a Pamela, and the
chit-chat history of a chambermaid? Indeed, these
novelists and life scribblers have turned all sound literature out of doors, they teach people to read nothing but
trifles, and increase the degeneracy of taste without
rectifying the morals. To promote virtue and reading
is the pretence, but to please foolish purchasers is the
true motive, little heeding whether, whilst they are
exhibiting the trials of constancy and chastity, they may
not excite improper desires, and sapp the foundations of
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modesty without whose support chastity will soon surrender."
(to Dr. William Oliver, 14th November 1760: L B I I 178).
The following reminiscence of Borlase in old age was
obtained in 1854 by H . S. Tremenheere from his father,
General Walter Tremenheere (1761-1855), who was Borlase's
great-nephew:—
" I remember frequently seeing him at Castle Horneck.
He used to drive a couple of bays, ' tandem', and was
the only gentleman in that part of the country who
ever did so. I remember his figure accurately, with
his large wig and rather short stature. It was his habit,
on his return from his morning drive to see his brother
at Castle Horneck, to pull up at the only book-shop
then in town, Hemming's, just above Mrs. Treweeke's
great house, and go in and see what books had been
ordered by the families in the neighbourhood, and to
read the paper, while his servant, who was always
with him, held his horses."
(Tremenheere MSS, Morrab Library, Penzance).
As death decreased the circle of his friends and infirmity
reduced his own mobility, Borlase spent much time indexing
his correspondence and sewing it into books, but his main
recreation was painting, which he had first taken up on being
provoked by the incompetence of a very bad portrait
painter whom he encountered in 1747 and at once determined
to excel ( L B I I 16, 29). He swiftly obtained a high degree
of competence in oils, and some of the family portraits which
survive are attributed to him, but much of his work consisted of landscapes. After his death an exhibition of about
200 of his paintings was held in the " Ship and Castle " Inn
at Penzance (memo by General Tremenheere, above).
Borlase's most important literary production in his
latter years was the revised and enlarged second edition of
the Antiquities, published in 1769. On this occasion he sold
the edition to a London bookseller for a single payment of
100 guineas, and the proofs were sent to Ludgvan for correction, thus sparing him the burden of collecting subscribers
and travelling a long distance to supervise the printer ( L B I I I
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254). He also prepared extensive additions and amendments
to the Natural History, with a view to an eventual second
edition, but this was never accomplished, and the additions
remained unpublished until they were printed in this journal
by his descendant William Copeland Borlase.36
On 21st April 1769 Anne Borlase died at the age of 66
after some years of poor health; shortly before this, the
household had been joined by William, elder son of John of
St. Mewan, who remained as the companion of his grandfather's old age for the three years that remained to him.
Thus in his bereavement Borlase found solace in "the
instruction of a dutiful and apprehensive youth ", who had
" a great propensity to drawing and mathematicks", and
who " is my employment, my care, my companion and my
enemies will say perhaps that he is my pride." In 1771 at
the age of 75 Borlase was still rising at 6 a.m. to supervise
his grandson's studies, and " Billy" would in return drive
his grandfather about the parish, read the newspapers to him,
and look after hi£ painting materials ( L B I I I 340, 345, 353).
In January 1771 Borlase suffered a severe illness, which
made it necessary for him to obtain a curate for Ludgvan,
and also caused the cancellation of his last literary project.
Years before he had prepared a short treatise on the Creation
and the Deluge, originally designed as an introduction to
the Natural History but not used for that purpose. This he
now prepared for publication in revised form as Private
Thoughts of the Creation and the Deluge, pointing out some
seeming mistakes in the accounts of learned men relating
to these interesting events, by a Country Clergyman. Unhappily illness made him unequal to the burden of proof
correction, and he was obliged to recall the manuscript
from the printer. The work merits a longer study than space
here permits, being a unique combination of the author's
religious and scientific knowledge, a cogently argued attempt
to reconcile his implicit faith in the authority of Moses as a
historian with the enquiring nature resulting from decades of
scientific observations. Two extracts must here suffice:—
36. J.R.I.C.

Nos. 2-5 (1864-66)

Supplements.
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" That the Solar System is not quite 5,800 years old is
so probable from the gradual improvements of arts and
knowledge, and the peopling of the earth so necessarily
traced back to one general father, and no further discernment of any existence, and is so well attested by the
most ancient and unexceptional of all historians, that we
may take this for an allowed truth. Indeed the frivolous
objections of infidels to the Holy Scriptures, and the
vain pretensions of the Egyptians and Chinese to higher
antiquity than the birth of Adam, have been so fully
examined and confuted, that is is worth no naturalist's
while to detain himself with that dispute from more
important enquiries."
(Creation and Deluge MS, p.7).
"And God said, " L e t there be light." Was there (it
may be objected) any necessity for God to speak, to
command? Could the light hear? Was not the Divine
will sufficient without the least word? What propriety
is there in his naming the light day, and the darkness
night? For whose instruction, when there was as yet
no man to listen and remember? To these objections be
it answered, that God's willing anything is indeed enough
to produce and perfect it; his speaking therefore, naming
and proclaiming was not necessary, but yet might be
fitting, striking, gracious, awful and not at all
superfluous."
(Ibid., p. 11).
In May 1772, at the request of his friend Huddesford
of the Ashmolean, Borlase sent him a long and agreeably
modest autobiographical letter, containing much information
which would otherwise have been lost, and concluding "very
little more can be hoped for by himself, or expected by
others " ( L B I I I 358).37 As the summer drew on his grip on
life slowly lessened, and on 11th August he made his will.
After legacies to his sons John and George, George's wife
Alice, John's children Mary, John, Lydia Ann and Elizabeth,
and certain servants, he left all the residue of his estate to
his grandson William, naming as executors and trustees his
brother Walter, his nephew William and his son George —
evidently his faith in John's financial competence had not
been restored.38
37. This letter was published in Gentleman's Magazine
1803) 1114.
38. Copy will in McNeill M S S . , Morrab Library.
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The end was now at hand; on 28th August he wrote his
last letter, to Huddesford ( " I grow more indifferent to the
world and less able to bear company every day ", L B I I I 365),
on the 29th he made the last entry in the cash book kept from
1734, on the 30th the last in the daily meteorological record
kept from 1752, and on the 31st he died, at the age of 76 years.
Neither of his remaining sons survived him for long,
George dying in 1775 and John in 1780, and his only grandchildren were John's two sons and four daughters. Of the
former, William, the companion of his grandfather's old age,
disappeared on a journey from Launceston to London in
1786 and was never seen again apart from a reported
appearance in America. John (1768-1813) inherited Castle
Horneck, Pendeen, and the other family estates the year
before his death on the most unexpected failure of the six
sons of Walter Borlase to produce a male heir. After Walter's
death in 1776 the estates passed first to his son Samuel, and
on Samuel's death in 1801 to his brother William, Vicar
of Zennor and Madron, after whose death in 1812 they
passed by entail to Dr. William's descendants. Undoubtedly
the most famous of these was his great-great grandson William
Copeland Borlase (1848-99), one of the leading Cornish
antiquaries of the 19th century, author of Naenia Cornubiae
(1872), The Age of the Saints (1878), and the family history
Borlase of Borlase (1888). He became a Fellow of the Society
of Antiquaries in 1872 at the age of 24, President of the Royal
Institution of Cornwall in 1877 at 29, and Liberal M.P. for
East Cornwall in 1880, but his public career was ruined by
bankruptcy in 1887, although he afterwards produced several
works including the monumental Dolmens of Ireland (1897);
his death certificate describes him as "manager of a tin mine ".
After his bankruptcy his library was sold at Sotheby's,39
including all Dr. William Borlase's MSS, which he had
carefully collected after they had been first scattered after
the disappearance of the antiquary's grandson in 1786. The
majority, including all the correspondence, is now preserved
with many family portraits in the Morrab Library at Penzance,
but important items are preserved in the Royal Institution of
39. Sale Catalogue, 21-23 Feb. 1887.
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Cornwall and the British Museum, others are in private hands,
and some seem to be lost.40
Castle Horneck remained the seat of the Borlase family
until 1939, and is now a Youth Hostel; Pendeen remains the
property of the present representative of the family, Mrs.
I . E . McNeill.
CHARACTER AND ACHIEVEMENT

It is impossible to study the life of Dr. William Borlase
without holding him in the deepest respect, both as a scholar
and a man. His letters show him at times severe towards his
sons and curates, intolerant of dissenters and popular
novelists, and fearful of the aspirations of the poor; yet many
of these attitudes were made inevitable by his station in life
and the social conditions of the age, and the main impression
one receives is that of a great man and a great scholar. His
writings, published and unpublished, establish him as beyond
question the greatest Cornish scholar of the 18th century; in
youth he received encouragement from Tonkin, and in old
age gave it to Pryce, but his achievement is the more
remarkable when it is appreciated that he had virtually no
contemporary co-workers in Cornwall. His correspondence
linked him with other scholars in England and abroad, but
he lived and worked far from all centres of 18th century
learning and culture, and without the stimulus and assistance
which modern Cornish scholars receive from constant contact
with their colleagues and from learned societies and journals.
40. It is hoped to publish a detailed catalogue of the Borlase M S S .
in this journal later. Most important are the Parochial Memoranda (B. M . Egerton M S S . 2657), the Cornish Language M S .
(see note 12), and the Armorial and Genealogical M S . (Morrab
Library, Penzance). The following is a list of persons mentioned
in D.N.B. with whom Borlase corresponded:— Joseph Ames,
Henry Baker, Thomas Bentley, Charles, Duke of Bolton, Gustavus
Brander, Peter Collinson, Emanuel Mendes da Costa, D a v i d
Durell, John Ellis, Richard, L o r d Edgecumbe, Richard Gough,
Francis, E a r l of Godolphin, Thomas Hornsby, William Hudson,
William Huddesford, John Hutchins, Smart Lethieullier, George
Lavington, Isaac Lawson, Daniel Lysons, Charles Lyttleton,
Matthew Maty, Jeremiah Milles, William Oliver, Thomas Pennant, Richard Pococke, Alexander Pope, Sir John St. Aubyn,
William Stukeley, Thomas T o n k i n , John Wall, Browne Willis,
Francis Wise.
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As a clergyman he was dutiful beyond the rather low
average of the time, his family life was almost beyond
reproach, and the chief characteristics of his life were industry
and contentment. In a long and busy life he was happy with
his lot and never spared himself in the service of his religion,
his county, his family and his studies. In the words of Pope,
he lived and worked " in a shade, but shining."
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