Famous Cornish Smugglers
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The brothers ran a profitable smuggling business for many years, hiding loot in three inlets (small landing places). Silks, teas, tobacco and brandy were goods which they often smuggled into Cornwall. These spots were sheltered and secluded – it was impossible to see what was going on unless you leant over the edge of the cliffs above. The caves in the inlets are said to connect to one of the houses above. Which one do think it could be?
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Cornwall is known for its smugglers but not so much for its pirates. All except for one…

Lady Mary Killigrew of Penryn
Known as a national beauty with long auburn hair, Lady Mary Killigrew was Cornwall’s own Scarlett Pimpernel. A Nobel aristocrat by day and a ruthless pirate by night. Her husband (Sir Henry Killgrew) was actually sent to sea with a fleet of men to stop illegal piracy in English waters! Being at sea for many months at a time meant that Lady Mary could continue her secret family business from home. For years she looted ships which docked (whilst the crew dined at her castle) and stole precious wealth from others until her demise one New Year’s Eve in 1583.
She knew there was treasure on board the Spanish ship Maria. She waited until most of the crew had gone on land to dine in Penryn town, jumped on deck, threw the remaining men overboard and sailed the Maria out to sea! However, Maria’s captain alerted the Queen and her men were lying in wait as she returned to shore. She was put on trial but surprisingly pardoned (let off) so long as she stopped her piracy and changed her ways. She did!
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John Carter of Prussia Cove was known as the “King of
Prussia” and was the most successful and notorious
smuggler of the Penzance district between 1777 and 1807,
together with his two brothers, Harry and Charles.
According to 19th century historian Sabine Baring-Gould,
John Carter received his nickname as a boy. The cove was
originally called Porthleah but became Prussia Cove in

recollection of Carter's exploits.
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Polperro is a 13th century fishing village, originally belonging to the

ancient Raphael Manor mentioned in the Domesday Book. Fishing
has been the principal occupation of its inhabitants for centuries, and
pilchards were often caught in abundance to be sold far and wide.

‘When Britain was at war with its neighbours in the 18th century,
duty on many goods was increased considerably, encouraging the

Polperro fishermen to smuggle goods such as tea, gin, brandy and
tobacco across from Guernsey. To be successful, smuggling had to
be properly organised.

Ships had to be loaded and unloaded, often in winter or at night
without lights, and to land a cargo in Talland Bay in foul weather
‘would have been no easy task. The man who arrived in Polperro to
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manage the smuggling trade was Zephaniah Job. He changed the life of the village, for he was to become the greatest single benefactor in its
long history.

Over the years, Job acted as advisor, accountant and banker to many of the inhabitants as well as the local gentry. He even hired lawyers when
the Polperro smugglers appeared in court. Privateering by Polperro boats also brought great wealth to many Polperro families during the latter
half of the 18th century.

The privateers often combined official business with smuggling, returning with cargoes of contraband to sell ashore. Multimple times,
Governemt officials from outside of Cornwall would investigate the illegal activity, only to be shunned by all of the townsfolk, and even refused
service at inns so that they could not stay. Solidarity amongst the the village and the Cornish people held them against most threats.

However, in 1798 a Polperro boat called the Lottery was involved in an incident in which a Customs Officer was killed. One of the crew, Tom

Potter, was later tried for murder at the Old Bailey and executed.
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As a result, the smuggling trade that had once thrived in Polperro began to diminish as Revenue officials determined to put a stop to it.
Zephaniah Job’s bank continued in Polperro until his death in 1822, and he was able to rebuild the harbour after it was destroyed by a violent

storm in 1817.
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