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INTRODUCTION 

Whilst trawling through the Cornish newspaper archives for any mention of St Tudy, I came across a 

letter to the Editor of the West Briton on 3rd January 1862, bemoaning the state of the roads 

through that village.  

A Mr North observed that the ‘coatings’ of the roads in St Tudy were rocks made up of cubes ‘of not 

less than six inches’, and that ‘St Tudy manifestly takes for its motto festina lente’. This is the motto 

of the Onslows of Hengar, translating as ‘Make haste slowly’ and a pun on the Onslow name.  

This criticism prompted an indignant reply, published the following week, from Nathaniel Stephens 

of Tregarrick, the Waywarden of St Tudy. He pointed out that ‘rocks though they be, they are not at 

all too large to sustain the heavy loads carried by the Delabole slate wagons and carts which are so 

frequently passing over them’. Moreover, a portion of the same road was last year coated ‘with 

stones broken as small as he or any other man could wish them’ with the result that ‘in the course 

of a few weeks they were nearly all ground up, and a large portion of them reduced to muck’. 

This reference to slate wagons passing through St Tudy led me to further investigate how slate was 

transported from Delabole throughout the county. 

 

ROAD TRANSPORT 

ST TUDY’S HIGH ROAD Leases of the early 1800s make reference to Red Vale Road being a 

‘high road’ and a ‘great thoroughfare’, even though it is very narrow in places. A milestone opposite 

the school tells travellers that it is 7 miles to Bodmin. Bodmin 6 is further down Red Vale Road 

towards the B3266. 

 

 

 

 

 

Bodmin 7 milestone 



SOME PICNIC…….. 

Evidence that the road through St Tudy and St Teath was a well used route to Delabole comes from 

a description of a picnic at the slate quarry attended by a 60 strong group of young people from 

Bodmin. The article below details the route they took. 

• Royal Cornwall Gazette  July 1853 

 

After breakfasting and taking a tour of the quarry, the intrepid group walked from Delabole to 

meet with another group from Camelford at Tintagel. There they explored the castle ruins and 

danced in the evening before walking back to Bodmin. This round trip of about 35 miles was 

done all in one day. 

 

DISTRIBUTION ROUTES BY WAGON, FROM NEWSPAPER REPORTS 

The following newspaper reports are mainly inquests into accidental deaths which occurred whilst 

carrying slate by wagon from Delabole. They give an insight, however, into the routes used and 

distances travelled by slate wagons in the 1800s. 

• Ro yal Cornwall Gazette 1854  Respryn to Delabole 30 miles round trip 

 

 

 



• Royal Cornwall Gazette 1862        

Delabole to Bodmin via  

St Teath, 30 miles round trip 

 

 

 

• Royal Cornwall Gazette 1862 

Grampound to Delabole 

60 miles round trip 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

• Royal Cornwall Gazette 1876 

 Torrington, Devon to Camelford  & Delabole 

over 80 miles round trip 

 

 

 

• Cornish & Devon Post  1880           

Lostwithiel to Delabole   over 40 miles round trip 

 

 

 

 



• Royal Cornwall Gazette 1882 

Probus to Delabole 

over 60 miles round trip 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The routes taken by these independent carriers are shown on the map below, all passing through St 

Teath. 

 



COST OF TRANSPORTING SLATE BY ROAD 

ST TEATH ROADS  Royal Cornwall Gazette 1863 and 1867 

The condition of the road through St Teath was also badly affected by the number of slate wagons 

passing through the village, even more so than that through St Tudy. The Royal Cornwall Gazette in 

1863 reported that ‘the leading road from Delabole slate quarries in St Teath to the south of the 

county being through the centre of this parish, and by carrying heavy lodes on narrow wheels, at all 

seasons of the year, they were always forming ruts, and destroying the surface of the road’. The 

extent of the road was 21 miles and the cost of maintaining the road was around £240 per annum 

(about £14,000). 

DELABOLE SLATE COMPANY COSTS 

In 1881, the Royal Cornwall Gazette reported that the Delabole Slate Company paid £500 to £600 

per year ‘for carriage of slate on the road’. This figure was used as part of the argument in support 

of bringing a railway line to North Cornwall, serving Padstow, Camelford and Launceston (about 

£36,000). 

TRANSPORT BY SEA 

As early as 1847, the Royal Geological Society of Cornwall reported that ‘over 1000 persons were 

employed in raising, on average, 120 tons of slate per day, which was manufactured on the spot, 

and exported to other areas of the United Kingdom, to France and Belgium, the West Indies and 

America’. 

Much of this slate was transported by sea from the nearby ports on the North Cornwall coast. 

Newspaper adverts offering premises to let in the area, often state their proximity to these ports, 

and to Delabole, at which employment might be found.  

 

        

• Royal Cornwall Gazette 1809   Royal Cornwall Gazette 1834 



From this source, the following ports for shipping slate have been identified: Port Quin; Port Isaac; 

Port Gaverne; Castle Cove Tintagel and Bottreaux Castle (Boscastle). Padstow was not generally 

used for the export of slate as transport to this place would have incurred further costs, and the 

sand bar known as the Doom Bar, across the entrance, made access difficult at low tide. 

The ports generally used were nothing more than sheltered inlets into which small cargo vessels 

could sail and beach at low tide. The slate, and any other commodity to be taken on board, could 

then be brought to the beach by wagon and loaded onto the ship, which would then refloat on the 

incoming tide. 

  

Slate wagons on the road to Port Gaverne 1875 Loading at Port Gaverne 1875 

 

Transport by sea to the south of the county and beyond necessitated the rounding of Lands End, a 

dangerous passage with potential for 

shipwreck.  Even leaving harbour in adverse 

weather could be fraught with danger, as 

the following newspaper extract describes. 

 

• Royal Cornwall Gazette 1835 

 

Below are two examples of notices which were regularly placed in newspapers announcing that 

Delabole slate was being discharged, having been brought around Land’s End, and was for sale to 

local builders. 

 

 

  

An article in the 

Truro 1825                             
Falmouth 1861                             



Royal Cornwall Gazette of 1847 refers to the Delabole Slate Company wharfs and buildings at the 

Great Western Docks, Millbay, Plymouth. 

RAILWAY TRANSPORT 

The first ‘modern’ inter-city railway opened in 1830 between Liverpool and Manchester, and 

proved very successful in transporting passengers and freight. (ref. Wikipedia). The Bodmin to 

Wadebridge railway opened in 1834 but served a very limited area. In 1836 there was a proposal to 

improve Padstow harbour by building a breakwater to lessen the danger of the Doom Bar, and to 

construct a railway link to Plymouth and beyond. 

 

 

 

 

 

• Royal Cornwall Gazette 1836 

Port Padstow Railway 

 

 

About the same time, there was a movement to construct a rail link from ‘the Sand Hills opposite 

Padstow’ to Plymouth via Delabole, Camelford and Callington. It was envisaged that this line would 

carry manure, produce and merchandise, and above all, Delabole slate to the prime markets in the 

east. This line was still being discussed in 1864 and it wasn’t until 1882 that a Bill was passed by 

Parliament authorising the construction of the North Cornwall Railway. This line, completed in 

1899, didn’t connect directly with Plymouth but took a route through Launceston into Devon. 

NORTH CORNWALL RAILWAY   ref. Wikipedia 

   



COMMERCIAL POTENTIAL Ref. Wikipedia 

The fishing activity at Padstow had long been declining, and the LSWR had hopes of reviving it. 
Their wishes were realised and a substantial increase of fish tonnage carried was experienced over 
the first years; a special connection to the fish quay had been provided. Tourist and holiday 
passenger traffic was also sought, as by the end of the nineteenth century this business was well 
established at comparable locations. There was a large slate quarry at Delabole, at the time said to 
be the largest man-made excavation in the world and considerable traffic was derived from that. 

However apart from Launceston and Wadebridge the very long single-track line served only small 
rural communities, and never achieved the importance that its promoters had hoped for. Fish 
traffic and ice for the ships were always important commodities on the line, as was the seasonal 
holidaymaker traffic for Padstow and several resorts served indirectly by the railway. 

 

CLOSURE  Ref. Wikipedia 

Throughout its existence the North Cornwall line had operated against the odds, its long line 
serving sparsely populated and relatively unproductive terrain. As the costs of unproductive railway 
operation came into focus following the Beeching Report, the line had only its romantic appeal to 
offer, with even the highly seasonal summer holiday traffic falling away in the face of road 
transport and more attractive destinations. It closed on 3 October 1966, the Wadebridge to 
Padstow section continuing to be served by Bodmin trains until it too closed on 28 January 1967.  

 

IN CONCLUSION 

In the 1800s, although slate from Delabole was shipped by sea to the south coast of Cornwall and 

beyond, much was transported by road on wagons for the slate company or by private carriers. 

From 1899 the North Cornwall Railway took slate out of the county but after the closure of the line 

in 1967, road transport once more became the main option.  

  

Today the Delabole Slate Company today uses up to date wagons on modern highways – but no 

longer causes havoc on the narrow roads of St Teath and St Tudy!!!! 

 


