
The Bal Maiden's Tale

Eliza Jane Willoughby was born on 22 March 1858 at Portreath, Illogan, the eldest daughter of 

James and Grace. At the time of the 1861 census she was staying with her grandparents John 

and Jane Treloar at 2 Railway Terrace, Portreath. Eliza probably had an elementary education 

but in 1871 aged 13 she and her 11 year old brother were working as surface labourers at a local 

tin mine while living with their parents in Portreath. There were a large number of mines in the 

Illogan area in the nineteenth century producing both copper and tin as well other metals such 

as arsenic and tungsten. Although this may seem inappropriate work for a girl there was a long 

history of 'bal maidens' working in the mineral mines of Cornwall and Devon; bal is old cornish 

for mining place replaced later by huel then wheal. The majority of these female workers 

dressed the ore when it reached the surface. The tin ore, cassiterite, stannic oxide, occurs in 

the granites of Cornwall as reddish brown to black hard crystals of high specific gravity. This has 

to be released from the rock by the dressing process which took place at the surface of the mine 

on the dressing floor. The first stage is spalling, breaking the rocks with long handle hammers, 

generally done by older women. The broken rock was then crushed in water by steam driven 

stamps. The main method of ore separation used the high specific gravity of the cassiterite to 

remove it from the other lighter minerals. The crushed rock in water known as pulp was sent to 

settling strips known as buddles, circular pits with rotating brushes, where water flow and 

gravity was used to separate the heavy tin ore from the lighter waste known as gangue, children 

being empolyed in this process. The part processed ore was then passed to kieves, tubs where 

further separation by differential sedimentation took place. The next stage was framing a 

delicate task often done by younger women or girls such as Eliza, again it relied on the 

differential sedimentation of the tin ore at the top of the mechanically vibrated rag or rack 

frames. The final process was jigging, sieving the ore either by hand by boys or stronger women 

or by girls using semi-mechanised jigging boxes. Women were also employed in barrowing as well 

as in more traditional roles such as laundering and cooking in the counthouse. The dressing floors 

on which the bal maidens worked were usually in the open air, typically hot and sunny in summer 

and cold and wet in winter. Given the large quantities of water used in dressing the ore legs and 

feet tended to get wet at any time and hands became rough and chapped. These conditions gave 

rise to the typical dress of bal maidens, a calf length dress or shirt with bandages wound round 

the legs for protection, these would all be of cotton in the summer and wool in the winter when 

a shawl would also be worn. A towser or apron was also worn, often a smart white one for the 

walk to and from the mine and a rough hessian one in which to work. The distictive headgear 

was the gook covering the head and extending over the face and shoulders offering some 

protection from the elements and shards of rock. Shoes ideally would be steel tipped but many 

had only ordinary shoes often with wooden soles. This distinctive 'uniform' in reality provided 

little protection in what was a harsh industrial environment.



The days were long, starting at 7am in summer, dawn in winter and finishing at 5pm or dusk. 

However for two weeks every two months sampling took place when the ore was mixed, laid out 

in heaps and samples taken for assay; on these days work would start at 6am and often not finish 

until 8pm. There would be a few short breaks for food which was usually a hoggan, a hard bread 

from barley flour with potato and rarely a barley pasty. The food would be kept in a mossel (?

muslin) bag tied around the waist. Work was from Monday to Friday and until lunch on Saturday, 

holidays were Christmas Day, Good Friday and Parish Feast Day. It is unclear when the Feast of St 

Illogan would have been celebrated, one source for Wales (the only other place where a church 

is dedicated to this Celtic saint) gives 30 October but other sources suggest that after the 

Reformation the Feast Day of St Luke, 18 October applied. A further small holiday was given on 

Midsummer Day when work finished early and the girls were given 6d to spend at the Fair. Eliza 

would have been earning about 8p per day, the equivalent of about £1.50 in spending power now 

(2011). Illness was common, the 'usual' infectious diseases and the then ubiquitous 'consumption', 

tuberculosis, but the girls also suffered from musculoskeletal disorders, back and joint pain, as a 

result of their hard physical work. Eliza seems to have been fortunate in surviving this life in her 

teenage years.

By 1871 the empolyment of girls in the mines was beginning to decline due to mechanisation and 

reduced production; the cornish mines were suffering from increasing competition from more 

economical mining operations elsewhere for example tin production in Malaya. As a result some 

young women migrated or emigrated with their families to coal mining areas in England or to 

Australia, USA or South Africa. Others took up the more traditional role of entering service, often 

away from Cornwall in local towns such as Plymouth or further a field in London. Most girls 

would leave the mines before they were 20 when they would expect to get married. When she 

was 19 Eliza had a liaison as a result of which she gave birth to a son, Ernest Walter on 20 August 

1878. The father's name does not appear on Ernest's birth certificate so it may be supposed that 

he was either married or itinerant. In the absence of a man to marry Eliza's parents 'adopted' her 

son and he was brought up as the youngest child of the family although he is described in the 

1891 census as Ernest grandson of James. In the family Ernest was known as the youngest son of 

James and Grace, there was never any suggestion by Dorothy Willoughby, my grandmother or my 

father that this was not so. The truth came to light when his grandaughter Lynette obtained a 

copy of his birth certificate. At some time in the two and a half years after Ernest's birth Eliza 

left Cornwall leaving her son with her parents.

At the time of the census of 3 April 1881 Eliza was working as a domestic servant at 14 Pencester 

Street, Dover, Kent. This is what is now Pencester Road in the centre of Dover. In 1880 a plot of 

land in the road was purchased as the site of a proposed station for the Channel Tunnel project 

proposed by the railway baron George Hudson. Of course the project never came to fruition and 



the site is now Pencester Gardens. Eliza's employers were Alfred and Bessie de Croÿ; Alfred 

styled himself as Prince born in Belgium. The house of Croÿ claimed descent from Prince Marc of 

Hungary who settled in France in 1147. It had a seat in the Imperial Diet of the Holy Roman 

Empire from 1486 but the name derives from the Château de Croÿ in Belgium. Presumably Alfred 

was a scion of the known Belgian branch of the family. He had married his wife Bessie (probably 

Elizabeth Mary Parnall) at Kensington in spring of 1875, an unlikely match but the eldest child 

appears to have been born late in 1874. Bessie had been born in Penzance about 1853 according 

to her census entry so it is interesting to speculate that there was some link between her and 

Eliza that might explain how Eliza found her way into her employ in Dover. Bessie appears to 

have been working as a draper's assistant in Plymouth in 1871 so there is no obvious link but the 

other female servant was born in Looe, Cornwall so perhaps she had advertised in the county for 

servants.

By 1884 Eliza had moved and was working as a servant at 1 Calverley Park, Tunbridge Wells, 

Kent,. It was here that she met Sydney Ernest Cavie, became pregnant and married him on 20 

July 1884 at Vale Royal Chapel, Tunbridge Wells by certificate, according to the rites and 

ceremonies of the Wesleyan Methodists. Vale Royal Chapel was long established having been 

built originally in 1812 and then rebuilt on the same site in 1872. Further alterations and 

modernisations were undertaken in 1982.

Sydney Ernest Cavie was born on Monday 17 October 1864 at Camden Road, Tunbridge Wells the 

second son of Henry and Mary. His name was spelt Sidney on his birth certificate but the only 

document that I have that should have copied his signature is his marriage certificate and there 

his name is spelt Sydney; I have therefore used this as a standard spelling. On 2 April 1871 he 

was living with his parents at 8 Calverley Street, Tunbridge Wells. Sydney was a scholar at this 

time and would have received elementary education, enough to allow him to be apprenticed to 

a saddler. This was his occupation at the time of the census of 3 April 1881 when he was living 

with his parents at 64 Camden Road, Tunbridge Wells. 

The eldest daughter of Sydney and Eliza, Mary Rowena, was born early in 1885. Sydney 

registered the birth of their second daughter, Kate Willoughby, in March 1887 while the family 

were living at 13 Springfield Cottages, Camden Road, Tunbridge Wells. A third daughter Violet 

Elwood was born in 1890. In the census taken in April 1891 the family are living in High Street, 

Pembury, Kent. Pembury was then a small village just north east of Tunbridge Wells; Sydney ran 

a saddlery and harness makers business there. However by 1892 the family had probably moved 

to the Redruth district of Cornwall, certainly a fourth daughter Ethel Lily was born there early in 

that year but died aged about 6 months. The youngest daughter, Mavis Otterlene, was born there 

in 1893 followed by a son, James Henry in 1896 but he also died before his third birthday. I 



understand that Sydney worked as a saddler in Redruth but he does not appear in the local trade 

directory so may have worked in one of the three saddleries there. It is not known what 

precipitated the move from his native Kent where he had his own business to his wife's home of 

Cornwall where he probably worked for someone else. This seems a strange decision for both of 

them.

The second Boer War broke out in 1899 in southern Africa between the Boers, descendants of 

Dutch settlers and the British. Following the first war in 1880-1 the Boer Transvaal and Orange 

Free State were granted self-government but in 1899 the Boers felt that this was being 

threatened and with the help of military equipment from Germany launched successful attacks 

on Cape Colony and Natal laying seige to British garrisons at Ladysmith, Mafeking and Kimberley. 

South Africa was an important part of the British Empire, it had been successfully colonised by 

farmers and was an important source of gold and diamonds so its security was a high priority. 

After an unsuccessful attempt to relieve these seiges more British forces were sent to the 

colony. An important feature of the army at the time was the use of horses, by the cavalry, 

soldiers fighting on horseback as had been traditional for hundreds of years and for pulling gun 

carriages and other heavy equipment. Horses require saddles and harnesses and there was a 

requirement for saddlers. Sydney volunteered to go to South Africa with the army as a civilian 

saddler. It is uncertain if this was prompted by patriotism or unhappiness with his marriage 

and/or working life. No details are known of exactly when or where he went or how long he 

served because he did not return as far as is known. The family story, related by my father, is 

that he met another woman and stayed in South Africa. His fate is totally unknown, he 

disappears, there is no entry relating to his death in the GRO indices for England and Wales or in 

the British casualty lists for the Boer War. He could have returned to England under another 

name but more likely was killed or died during the war or did remain in South Africa probably 

using an assumed name and started a new life. South African records are piecemeal for the time 

and a man wishing to disappear would find it easy.

The British reinforcements enabled the relief of Kimberley, Ladysmith and Mafeking and the 

capture of Bloemfontein (capital of the Orange Free State) and Pretoria (capital of Transvaal) 

between February and June 1900. There followed a Guerrilla war with repeated Boer raids on 

the British who in response employed a scorched earth policy and interned Boer families in 

concentration camps. The Boers eventually surrendered at the end of May 1902, Transvaal and 

Orange Free State became part of the British Empire but were granted limited self rule with the 

formation of the Union of South Africa in 1910. All this came at the price of many lives lost on 

both sides in battle and through disease in army camps and civilian concentration camp and 

incidentally the death of many horses during the conflict. After Sydney left for the Boer Wars 

and never returned Eliza was left to care for herself and her daughters. Unfortunately I have 



been unable to find an entry for her or daughter Violet in the 1901 census, Mary and Kate were 

servants in separate houses in Redruth and Mavis was staying with her grandparents in Portreath. 

It is not known how much contact there was between Eliza and Ernest after she returned to 

Cornwall, almost certainly she treated him like her younger brother or my grandmother would 

have known otherwise. It is interesting to speculate that the true relationship became known 

and this caused Sydney to leave and or Ernest to emigrate but we will never know.

Ernest, described as a farmer, emigrated to Australia in 1900, leaving Plymouth on board the 

Omrah on 22 June bound for Albany on King George Sound in Western Australia.  When he arrived 

he found work as a fireman.  He remained in Australia for the rest of his life.  He married Evelyn 

Howell in 1918 in Ravensthorpe and there they had three children, a daughter and two sons.  

Ernest died at Perth in 1957.

At some time before 1911 Eliza and her daughters moved to Leicester. Here Eliza worked as a 

housekeeper at the city centre drapers Lees on the corner of Charles Street and Humberstone 

Gate. The female assistants at large stores such as this 'lived in' like domestic servants and I 

understand that Eliza was in charge of the accommodation and cooked the meals. It is probable 

that she made the unlikely move to Leicester because her sisters Kate and Annie had moved 

there. Kate had moved first, she was working as a servant in Upper New Walk in 1891, married 

Ernest Page in 1895 and by 1901 was living in Knighton Street near the Leicester Royal Infirmary 

with her family. Annie had arrived in Leicester by 1901 when she was working as a servant in De 

Montfort Square following another scandal having given birth to the son of a married man who 

subsequently adopted him with his wife. Annie returned to Illogan eventually being married in 

Penzance in 1914. 

At the time of the census on 2 April 1911 Eliza had retired and was living with all her daughters 

except the eldest and her future son-in-law Horace as a lodger at 60 Jarrom Street, Leicester 

describing herself as a widow. In subsequent years Eliza lived at various times with her then 

married daughters. My father remembered her with little affection; she seemed to have adopted 

the typical role of grandparents at the time, sitting in the corner demanding respect from her 

grandchildren but showing little affection, Dad described her as a grumpy old lady. Given her 

hard life and guilty secrets it is perhaps not surprising. Eliza died on 9 June 1929 at 60 Jarrom 

Street, Leicester, aged 71 from hypostatic pneumonia due to carcinoma of the colon, hypostatic 

pneumonia is bronchopneumonia due to being bedridden as a result of advanced cancer. She had 

been cared for by her daughters, her son-in-law Shirley Sampson was the informant and she was 

described as the widow of Sydney Ernest Cavie, master saddler. Eliza was buried on 12 June 1929 

in Welford Road Cemetery with her son-in-law William Bradley in section O1 plot 863. Many years 

later a headstone was erected by Shirley Sampson on which she is remembered.


