
Curnows Cornish Calendar No 41 

“Burns and Aussie” 

25 January2005 

 

In this foreign land of strange 

celebrations we had heard of a 

Burns night supper being 

arranged in the local 

Porthminster Hotel by the West 

Cornwall Scottish Association. 

Our evening in the Manse was 

progressing well when “shock 

horror” at the last minute Beryl 

recalled something similar 

pencilled in and hardly readable 

in our own diary. There it was, a 

Burns evening with Beatrice Neil, Howard Curnow and guests at Porthleven. 

 

It was another rainy night, but we tossed a few things in the Nissan and made haste. 

We were getting to know the fishing village of Porthleven well by now. We climbed 

Salt Cellar Hill and parked 

near two sturdy twin 

cottages built into the hill 

face.  Howard greeted us in 

his Curnow Kilt and showed 

us through. A dividing door 

opened to join the two 

cottages into one area of 

four small rooms. Two open 

fires burned, the exposed 

granite wall and ceiling 

timbers with soft lights set a 

warm homely atmosphere.  

 

This was a “Robbie Burns” 

evening. We were a little 

unsure as to why the Cornish were dressed so ‘andsome’ in their Cornish kilts and 

why we were celebrating something so Scottish?????    I enquired and Trevor said, 

“January 25 was St Tibbs day –the day the Cornish could celebrate anything!!!!!!!  

We had concluded that it was an excuse to party and to enjoy the company of Celtic 

friends.  

 

Twenty of us sat down around the long table and I balanced on a cushion planted on a 

bench seat. It was all very crammed by Aussies standards, but comfortable enough. A 

large stainless steel pot was placed on the table and the veggie soup with rolls and 

Garlic bread passed around. One ‘bucksome’ guest rose and made a gallant attempt to 

read Robbie Burns “Ode to the Hagus” with a broken Scottish accent.  At the 

appropriate place in the “ode” the gentleman lunged at the Hagus and the meat 

stuffing split as if longing to be consumed. 

 

 
Porthminster Hotel St Ives 

 

Porthleven 



A recording of Bagpipes played softly in the background. Two vases of early 

daffodils and lit candles graced the long table. Dishes of mashed potatoes, potatoes in 

their jackets, and steeming hot neeps (mashed turnips) appeared!!  The gentleman 

sitting next to me was a Cornish bard from Liskeard and in conversation he claimed 

his relatives in New Zealand had sent the first shipment of frozen meat to Britain in 

1881!!   It all sounded a bit involved and difficult, but it was all very interesting and 

his enjoyment of detail was obvious.  The Scotch whisky was passed around but I 

touched glasses with my orange juice and drank heartily to “Robbie” although I knew 

very little about this fellow!! 

 

The dim lighting was a handy cover for our ignorance concerning things Scottish, 

however I knew Beryl sitting opposite was a McEwen so I toasted again to my wife 

and to her Scottish ancestors.  Trevor was sitting next to Beryl. A Cornish singer and 

storyteller. He was a big bearded man with yellow tartan braces and a Cornish bow 

tie.  He talked about the possibility of reviving a Cornish Games day. I learnt that the 

traditional tug of war involved 6 men on either side in bare feet. He had participated 

on one occasion, jumped a hedge and tied the end on to a lamppost – the team was 

disqualified!!  Trevor thought a modified type of hurling could be created. Six teams 

of six, one ball and six goalposts around the field. Other old games were the Swingle 

tree, two men – compete holding a horizontal stick or rod, then there was broom 

wrestling, like the limbo stick, badger baiting and bull baiting.  The bull being tied to 

an anchor weight!!!!! (the more barbaric side of our ancestry) Coots or quoits as we 

know it back home. Kit, where two players hit the end of a sharpened stick to see how 

far it flies in the air. Wooden skittles was another popular traditional game. This is 

still played today by our friends in North Cornwall. 

The gentleman on my right side was a short stocky man with a goatee beard, a 

neighbour to Beatrice at Porthleven. He was a retired Anglican vicar who had served 

on the Scilly Isles for 8 years.  He had a number of churches on the islands where 

service times were determined by tide times. He had ‘moved on’ he said and joined 

the Catholic Church after his retirement. He enjoyed music and spoke of £17,000 

recently spent on the repair of a pipe organ. Not and uncommon expense in this part 

of the world.  We enjoyed the yarn and a night out but before leaving we were able to 

remind everyone that next morning would herald Australia Day 26 January.  

 

We have always been a bit 

of a puzzle here. We have 

an Aussie accent, but a 

Cornish name. Naturally 

the longer we stay in 

Cornwall the more our 

Australian consciousness 

seems to fade, perhaps this 

is why Australia day took 

on new significance for us 

this year. Being a foreigner 

in another culture 

constantly focuses one’s 

thinking on what it means 

to be Australian. I can 

appreciate our infancy as a  



nation, free from the baggage of Europe, our vastness and space as a continent, our 

potential to still forge a brave new world. The day dawned with blue sky and it was 

dry. We hung out the ‘Aussie’ flag in our front Bay window. Lorinda and Ainslie 

dangled green and gold streamers from our upstairs window and I went off to speak at 

my first local Infant School Assembly. The 250 School children filed in and sat like 

mice. I showed them my socks with Aussie sheep on them, took a kangaroo jump and 

attempted a Kookaburra call. This was my brief Public ode to Australia before 

launching into the story of the two sticks and how God loves us all in our differences. 

Straight and tall. Short and crooked, Aussie, Cousin Jack or Jenny. 

  

Beryl and Ainslie arranged some good old lamingtons and for the evening meal we 

graced our table with the traditional Aussie lamb roast!!   

 

Not many Aussies from 

London ever make it down 

to the isolated Cornish 

Peninsula and even fewer 

work and reside here. The 

Antipides as the locals 

know it, for some, is still 

too far away to even 

imagine. Beryl and myself 

arranged to sing ‘The Great 

Southland of the Holy 

Spirit’ on the Sunday night 

at the Bible Christian 

Chapel. It was a Portuguese 

Captain Pedro Fernandez in 1606 who first dreamt of our divine heritage. It was 

George Fife Angus who had a vision of South Australia as a national centre from 

which Christianity would be dispersed throughout the southern hemisphere. 

 

We are constantly amazed by the strong bond and ties that link Australia and 

Cornwall. It is a unique international bond and relationship that touches most families 

in all parts of the County. Everywhere we go people intercept us to convey their story 

or to relive their memory of a visit they enjoyed - to tell of someone who left to settle 

in Australia. We endured the trauma of losing the World Rugby Match in the last 

minute of the game last year, but already we are building up for the summer Cricket 

series in hope of revenge!! The Brits. have the Ashes in sight and we are hopeful but 

less than confident that our tickets for the Lord’s cricket ground may still come to 

pass. One thing is certain we will want to be as far away from Cornwall as possible if 

‘Aussie looses’ to its old rival.  

 

In any case, as beautiful and as stunning as Cornwall is, in terms of freedom, future 

potential and climate Australia still offers the best of all possible worlds. Although we 

do not quite live up to our title we are bold to claim ‘Aussie Aussie Aussie’ as the land 

of the Holy Spirit and the generations of our family are heard quietly in the 

background to say of our pioneer, ‘good on ya’, great great grandfather Thomas for 

your faith courage and foresight in coming to Australia.  

 

 


