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Kresen Kernow guide to sources related to the Americas 

This guide is part of a project to identify key collections and items in our collections relating to Black 
histories and Cornwall’s links to the British Empire and colonialism. This is a significant piece of work, 
designed to make it easier to find items and to reveal previously hidden histories. The project is wide 
ranging, and has already considered what our collections reveal about Cornish connections to the 
Transatlantic Slave Trade and the Caribbean, and Cornwall’s interactions with Africa, Australia, New 
Zealand and the Pacific Islands (find out more here: https://kresenkernow.org/our-
collections/collections-guides/black-histories/).  

This guide highlights sources relating to Cornwall’s connections with Canada, the United States, Central 
America and South America. This document is designed to be an introduction to the types of sources we 
hold which may be of use in your research. It is not a comprehensive list. We strongly recommend 
searching our catalogues using the key terms below in order to discover the full range of documents. 

Our online exhibition 'Cornwall and the American West' , which focuses on Cornish migration to America 
in the 19th century, may also be of interest. 

Key search terms: migration, mining, colonialism, enslavement, Canada, North America, Central 

America, South America 

Records tagged with these terms are those with the greatest relevance to the history of these places 
and themes. We have also included key published sources in this introductory guide.  

Please note: We recognise that our catalogue contains some terms which are offensive, and some 
whose meaning has changed over time. Such terms exist within some original records and have been 
retained to inform users of the nature and content of the sources concerned. They do not reflect the 
views of the Archives and Cornish Studies Service. We apologise for any offence that our inclusion of 
these words may cause. 

North America (Canada and the United States) 

War and colonialism  

Newfoundland, Canada, was claimed as England’s first overseas colony in 1583 and in 1607 Jamestown, 

Virginia, became the first permanent English settlement in what is now the United States. The American 

Revolutionary War, or War of Independence (1775-1783), resulted in the loss of the British colonies in 

North America, whereas Canada became a key part of the British Empire. Several people from 

prominent Cornish families were involved in either the Revolutionary War in America or colonial 

expansion in Canada. 

AD1794/1 - List of burials of Acadians at St. Gluvias. Acadians were originally French colonists who 

settled in Nova Scotia in 1605. After the colony was ceded to Britain in 1713, they refused to swear 

allegiance to the British crown and were deported first to the American colonies and then to England. 

One of the ships carrying them arrived at Falmouth and they remained as exiles in St. Gluvias for seven 

years. 

EL/738 – Papers, Commissioners of the Board Trade and Plantations, Nova Scotia, Canada, 1743-1749. 

Collected by Edward Eliot, one of the commissioners of the Board of Trade and Plantations. 

https://kresenkernow.org/our-collections/collections-guides/black-histories/
https://kresenkernow.org/our-collections/collections-guides/black-histories/
https://kresenkernow.org/exhibitions/cornwall-and-the-american-west/
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CA/B43/4 - Detailed list of ships taken and numbers of men killed or wounded 

in North America, 1758.  

EL/740 - Report on Quebec, Canada. Copy of Major-General James Murray’s 

report, covering trade, industry, population, indigenous people, flora and 

fauna etc., 1762  

HL/2/313-361 – series of letters written by Francis Howell, private under-

secretary to Sir Charles Metcalfe, Governor-General of Canada, to his family 

in Cornwall, 1843-1844 

Canada, Nova Scotia, New Brunswick, and the other British provinces in North 
America: with a plan of national colonization by James Silk Buckingham, 1843 
 
The American Journals of Lt. John Enys edited by Elizabeth Cometti, 1976  

 
Transportation of prisoners 

By the late 17th century, the British government had begun transporting prisoners to colonies in 

America and continued to do so until 1776.  

QS/1/1-4 - Quarter Sessions order books. These give the names, occupations, crimes and sentences of 

those brought to trial. Summaries of the order books are available on our online catalogue. The 

examples below give an indication of the information they hold. It is often impossible to trace what 

happened to individuals who were transported. 

Elizabeth Crabb, widow, petty larceny: to be transported to America for seven years. QS/1/1/55, 1739 

William Baden of Paul, mariner, stealing goods of John Andrew, Stephen Daddoe and John Cox, value 1d. 

each; petty larceny:  to be transported to America for seven years. QS/1/3/301, 1768 

 
Migration 

Since the establishment of colonies in North America, Cornish people have migrated there for a variety 

of reasons, many of which are reflected in our collections. 

Economic migration  

Economic depression in Cornwall in the nineteenth century and the collapse of the mining industry led 

to huge numbers of Cornish people migrating to North America, particularly to the Gold Rush regions 

after the 1840s. For example, in 1894 over 60% of the 6000 population of Grass Valley, California was 

thought to be from Cornwall. Mining was a significant factor in economic migration to North America, as 

the skills and experience gained from hard rock mining in Cornwall proved invaluable in opening up 

mines particularly in California and Nevada. The economic benefits of migration, and close ties between 

Cornwall and those people in North America, are revealed through wills, financial records and property 

records. The experiences of Cornish people starting a new life in another country are reflected in letters, 

photos and other items in the collections at Kresen Kernow. 
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AD1976/36 – Letter from Peter Werry in Canada. Includes a description of farming practices in Canada, 

1849.  

AD785/1-8 – compilation of emigration records, 

giving details of name, date of birth, occupation 

in Cornwall and abroad and dates of migration 

and return/death, c1830-1910 

AD833/65-AD833/115 – collection of letters 

written by Richard Scoble to his mother, 

between America and Cornwall, and describing 

life as a miner in America, 1874-1885. This 

collection is also the subject of a talk given by 

Chloe Phillips, Learning Lead at Kresen Kernow, 

which can be viewed here  Letters from America 

- YouTube  

AD1964/1 – Letters from John Henry Stephens in America to family in Cornwall. Mentions the economic 

conditions in America including the amount of work available in the mines and how much this paid. 

1877-1880 

GRA/244 - 'The American Settler' - guide to emigration, 1883 

X605/3 - Account book, tickets purchased for migration to South Africa, Australasia and North America. 

Includes passenger details and destinations, 1900-1903 

Cornish in America by A.L. Rowse, 1967 

The Cornish miner in America: the contribution to the mining history of the United States by emigrant 

Cornish miners by A.C. Todd, 1967 

Hard-rock men: Cornish immigrants and the North American mining frontier by John Rowe, 1974. 

Ever westward the land. Samuel James and his Cornish family on the trail to Oregon and the Pacific 

North West, 1842-52 by A.C. Todd with David James, 1986 

They saw the elephant: women in the California gold rush by JoAnn Levy, 1992 

Cornish emigrants to Ontario compiled by the Toronto Cornish Association.  Two volumes published 

1998 and 2014 

 

Assisted migration 

Assisted migration to Canada began in the 1840s and continued until the early 20th century. In order to 

relieve the financial burden of supporting people who were living in poverty, the Poor Law Unions paid 

for their passage overseas. To start with, it was mostly single men and women or families, but by the 

late 19th century ‘deserted or orphaned’ children were being sent to Canada, mainly through Dr 

Barnardo’s charity.  

PU series – Minute books, Boards of Guardians for the Poor, giving the names of people in Cornwall who 

have been given assistance to emigrate to Canada, or “Quebec”, 1840-1915 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Z3nsN8P4Yfw
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Z3nsN8P4Yfw
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AM/921 – Letter, mentions ‘Barnardo’s children’ on board ship, 1897 

 

Indigenous peoples  
 

The effects of war, colonialism and the continuing migration of Europeans, including the Cornish, 

inevitably had a negative impact on the indigenous peoples of North America. As well as being caught 

up in various wars, their lands were taken from them and they were treated with distrust and open 

hostility, as can be seen in some of the items in our collections. 

AD2183/10 – Letter, J and C Hoyle Phillips, Oregon, c1850-1880. Describes killing Native Americans and 

kidnapping their children. 

AD2467/B/13 – Labrador, Canada trip in the ship Harmony by photographer George W F Ellis, 1923. 

Includes a diary written on the trip and other material produced as a result of the trip. 

AD2467/B/2 - Photographs, Labrador, Canada by George William Francis Ellis, includes photographs of 

indigenous peoples, 1923.  

AD2776/V/54 – Album, includes a number of 

photographs of Buffalo Bill's Wild West and 

Congress of Rough Riders of the World show when 

it visited Penzance in 1904. 

Wanderings in the western land by A. Pendarves 

Vivian, 1879    

Thomas Varker Keam, Indian trader by Laura 

Graves, 1998  

Buffalo Bill’s British Wild West by Alan Gallop, 2001  
 
 

Enslavement  

Further information on enslavement and the Transatlantic Slave Trade can be found in the Kresen 

Kernow collections guide – the Transatlantic Slave Trade and the Caribbean. The items listed below have 

particular relevance to North America. 

Memoirs of the Life of Catherine Phillips, 1791   

Slave states of America (two volumes) by James Silk Buckingham, 1842 

Slave life in Georgia: a narrative of the life, sufferings, and escape of John Brown a fugitive slave now in 

England edited by L.A. Chamerovzow.  First published in 1855. 

 

Cornish connections 

The sheer quantity of Cornish people who migrated overseas means even today there are sizeable 

Cornish communities in North America, especially in Grass Valley, California and in Wisconsin. Many of 

https://kresenkernow.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/06/Kresen-Kernow-collections-guide-the-Transatlantic-Slave-Trade-and-the-Caribbean.pdf
https://kresenkernow.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/06/Kresen-Kernow-collections-guide-the-Transatlantic-Slave-Trade-and-the-Caribbean.pdf
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them host annual events and celebrations and connect with their Cornish heritage, as well as forming 

local associations.  

AV/1/254-263 and AV/1/266-267 – Dehwelans oral history project, 2004. Interviews with people born in 

North America but who have Cornish ancestry. Discusses links with Cornwall and the influences of 

Cornwall and the Cornish on their families and communities. 

When miners sang: the Grass Valley Choir by Gage McKinney, 2001 
 
Cousin Jack’s mouth organ: travels in Cornish America by Alan M. Kent, 2004 
 
Cornish connections in Mineral Point, USA, volume 1 by Jim Jewell, 2012 
 
 

Central and South America 

Mining and migration 

From the 1820s and 1830s Cornish men were 

recruited through newspaper adverts to work 

in the silver mines in Mexico, particularly in 

Real del Monte. Cornish engineers and 

manufacturers were producing advanced 

mining equipment and Cornish miners with 

the necessary skills to operate this equipment 

were in demand around the world. Mexico 

and Brazil were the main destinations for the 

Cornish, though they could be found in mining 

regions across South America.  

The well-known Cornish mining engineer, Richard Trevithick, designed mine engines for the Pasco 

Mining Company in Peru and spent 11 years in South America (1816-1827), originally travelling out to 

deal with problems with the engines before embarking on mining ventures in Peru, Chile and Costa Rica. 

X1208/11 - Agreement, mines in Lima, Peru, between Richard Trevithick and Don Francisco Uville of 

Lima, 1814 

EN/1794 - Report on silver mines, in Mexico and Peru, 1816  

AD1730/1 - Letters, Thomas Martin, mine captain, Brazil, 1827-1862 [many in Portuguese] 

H/1 and H/2 series – Letter books containing correspondence relating to Fresnillo and Zacatecas mines, 

Mexico – mainly orders for equipment and payments to families of Cornish men employed at the mines, 

1839-1846 [not individually catalogued].  

AD2673/7 - Three letters from copper agents in Chile, 1841-1842 

AD1462/1 - Annual return of the conduct of 41 Cornish surface workers for the year ending 31 

December 1860, with notes of work performance, attitude and health, St John d’El Rey Mining Co. Brazil 
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AD833 – Scoble collection, includes money orders and correspondence from Mexico, 1860s 

X497/14 - Correspondence, Wellyn Twite, working as mine surveyor, Hidalgo Mining Company, Parral, 

Chihuahua, Mexico, June 1902 

Real del Monte: a British mining venture in Mexico by Robert W. Randall, 1972 

The search for silver: Cornish miners in Mexico by Arthur Cecil Todd, 1977 

British immigrants in the mining district of Real del Monte and Pachuca, 1824-1947: an approach to daily 

life (Inmigrantes británicos en el distrito minero de Real del Monte y Pachuca, 1824-1947: un 

acercamiento a la vida cotidiana) by Rosario Villalobos Velázquez, 2004 

The Cornish in Latin America: 'Cousin Jack' and the New World by Sharon P. Schwartz, 2016 

A Cornish colony in Mexico by Michael T. Kiernan, 2020  

 

Enslavement 

Despite the trade in enslaved Africans being abolished in Britain and her colonies in 1807, and the 

ownership of enslaved people being abolished in 1833, British companies in Brazil - including the St John 

d’El Rey mining company, which had a mainly Cornish workforce – continued to use enslaved African 

people to work their mines until 1882.  

EN/2626 – Journal of Henry Rogers, captain in the Royal Navy, 1848-1852.  

After Britain abolished the Trade in 1807, the Navy was tasked with enforcing the ban and this diary 

records how Rogers’ ship captured the American ship ‘Casco’, travelling from Ambriz (in Angola) to 

Brazil, which had over 400 enslaved people aboard.  It includes details of a conversation with Brazilian 

captain about the trade in enslaved people between Africa and Brazil, and diary entries recounting the 

treatment of the enslaved people on board the ship.  

British enterprise in Brazil: the St. John d'El Rey Mining Company and the Morro Velho Gold Mine, 1830-

1960 by Marshall C. Eakin, 1989.  

 

Travel 

Cornish people also travelled in South America, as is reflected in items in our collections.  

J/3/5/196 - Extract from a letter – war in Peru, 1820  

CB/3/6/14 - Journal, Charles E Jones. Includes entries written in Lima, Peru, 1870s [mostly in Spanish] 

AD2625/1 - Diary of Richard Jolly – includes particulars of voyage to Mexico via Cuba, 1881 

ST/244 - Letter from Walter Stephens in Brazil. Notes on geography, local population and weather, 1891   

 

 

 


