
Curnows Calendar No 8 

A Cornish Funeral 
24 September 2003 

 

It was a autumn afternoon and the sun provided the car with a cosy feeling as I headed 

for the little village of St Erth a few miles from Hayle. The funeral had been arranged 

with Billy Winn, one of the local undertakers and I had called on the family two days 

before. 

 

It was my second Cornish funeral and second visit to the St Erth Chapel. St Erth is a 

pretty village surrounded by farms hidden by trees and small lanes. It is only accessible 

by following winding roads that cut their way through hedgerows and blackberries.  

 

 

The village centre has a Post 

Office, Pub and terraced 

houses on the side of a hill, not 

to mention a resident glass 

blower. Beryl has found her 

way into a craft group that 

meets each week in this cute 

little village and we have a 

Bible Study on Tuesday 

mornings in one of the homes. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The quaint Anglican Church 

with its weathered stone tower 

and antiquities rests alongside a 

stone bridge and a stream of fast 

flowing water. 



A stone’s throw away on the corner of 

Chenhalls Road and Tredrea Lane, the 

rather unattractive and awkwardly 

positioned Methodist Chapel protrudes 

into the narrow main street that runs 

down a steep hill. 

 

All traffic must turn sharp left to avoid 

entry through the Chapel door or from 

becoming an “instant Methodist”. 

Outside appearances can be deceiving. 

Inside, the Chapel is huge. Complete 

with balcony and pipe organ and large 

stained glass windows it makes most of 

our Australian Churches look small. 

 

 

I walked the cobbled stone path and met the undertaker. His helpers with pen in hand 

approached every mourner individually to record their attendance. The list of names 

later appears in the local paper, “The Cornishman”. I prayed briefly with the organist 

who was ascending the back stairs to take his position high in the loft, and then I 

returned to the waiting undertaker and family. 

 

The coffin had already been placed under the shadow of the central pulpit. I called 

people to stand and proceeding the grieving family I walked the aisle quoting, “Jesus 

said, “I am the resurrection and the life.” Mustering a little extra energy, I mounted 

the steep steps to the large pulpit platform, large enough for a sort of moderate 

“gymnastic display!!!” Inwardly I gasped with awe as I looked down on the mourners, 

who in the main were dressed in black and white. 

 

I paid tribute to the 81 year old who in 1942 had served for long hours on the “picking 

belt” at Geevor Mine, a time she described as being hard but enjoyable. She had also 

taught Sunday School in ‘Little Bill Chapel”, Pendeen. Some of her stories had been 

conveyed to the oral history group and I secretly wished I had the opportunity of 

knowing her before her death. I shared the Word and prayed and as I had often noted in 

Australia when facing death, there was an intent listening. The organist on his perch 

above and behind me was a little deaf and distant, so a long pause ensued after 

announcing the first hymn. With a bit of waving from his brother in the back pew, 

picked up via his mirror, the pipe organ burst into sound. I needed to instruct people 

when to sit and stand so I assumed they weren’t familiar with the sophisticated worship 

environment. 

 

Following the service the coffin was placed in the hearse and neatly attired Billy with 

top hat in hand, invited me to walk with him to the cemetery. No cars were used. The 

family and mourners followed the hearse on foot. As cars approached the procession 

on the narrow road, to my relief Billy took the role of a Public Authority. With the wave 

of his hand drivers pulled over and parked on the roadside allowing us to pass.  The 

lowering of the coffin was by hand and much quicker than usual. I comforted the only 

daughter and son as the tears flowed following their final farewell. 

 

 



 In the warmth of that sunny moment a colourful butterfly flitted 

around the open grave. A fitting symbol of new life concluded a 

Cornish funeral. 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

St Erth 

Village Centre 

 

Creek through 

St Erth Village 

Cultural Cringe 
 

While I still call pounds, dollars and we have both answered the phone with the words 

‘ Uniting Church’, generally speaking we are progressing in making cultural 

adjustments.   


