
The Deserted Wife's Tale

Oliver Willoughby was born on 30 October 1809 at Illogan, Cornwall and baptized there the 

following day, the son of Oliver and Chesen. He was a miner and probably moved from the local 

tin mines to the other side of the county. Here he met and married Elizabeth Allen, probably the 

illegitimate daughter of James Prier and Jenifer Allen, on 5 April 1831 at St Blazey, Cornwall, 

after banns. The couple's two elder children where baptized at St Austell in January 1834, their 

residence being given as Holmbush and Oliver's occupation as miner. Their son James was born 

that year at Illogan according to census records but no records of his baptism or those of any of 

the younger children have been found. Around 1840 the marriage broke down, perhaps because 

Oliver could not find work or simply that the couple were no longer getting on. On 21 July 1840 

Elizabeth and her children were admitted to Redruth Union Workhouse, the reason given being 

that Elizabeth had been deserted by her husband. It is possible that Oliver went off in search of 

work or emigrated to Australia or elsewhere but no further record of him has been found. At the 

time of the 1841 census on 6 June Elizabeth and her children were still inmates of the 

workhouse.  On 10 August 1843 after over three years Elizabeth requested that she and her 

children be discharged from the workhouse. No further definite record of Elizabeth and four of 

the children has been found although there are possible death index entries for two of them. 

The youngest son was possibly an inmate of Redruth Union Workhouse at the time of the 1851 

census where a 12 year old Henry Willoughby is listed of unknown place of birth.

James survived and by the time of the census of 30 March 1851 was working as a labourer for 

Samuel Bennetts at Feadon Farm, Portreath, Illogan. His age is given as 16 and his place of birth 

as Redruth. Feadon farm still exists with that name but is now run as a Wildlife and Education 

Centre, a tourist attraction. It is south of Portreath approached by a lane off the road to Hayle 

at the top of Tregea Hill.James married Grace Treloar, daughter of John and Jennifer (Jane), on 

28 November 1857 at the parish church of Illogan, Cornwall, after banns. James' age is given as 

21 but it is not uncommon for this to be used for 21 or over (the age of majority at the time) and 

he was described as a labourer his residence given as Portreath. Grace was pregnant at the time 

and their first child was born in March 1858. In 1861 the family were living at 22 Primrose 

Terrace, Portreath and James was working as a coal porter. Portreath (formerly Basset's Cove 

after local landowners) had developed from a small fishing village in the 18th century to an 

important harbour in connection with the local mineral mines in the 19th century. Tin ore tended 

to be smelted locally but copper ore requires much more coal and therefore this was transported 

by ship to be smelted in South Wales. Ships took the ore from Portreath to South Wales and then 

returned loaded with coal for use in the mine engines and for smelting tin ore locally. James 

worked on the harbour unloading the coal from ships onto mineral wagons. A tramway was built 

in 1809, the first in Cornwall to link the harbour at Portreath to the copper mines around 



Gwennap. In 1838 the Hayle Railway was opened running from Hayle harbour via Redruth 

Junction to Portreath harbour. At Portreath rolling stock was hauled up a large inclined plane by 

a stationary steam engine, an arrangement that continued working until the 1930s.

James and Grace lived at Portreath for the remainder of their lives but moved from house to 

house no doubt renting. The 1871 census gives no detail of streets in the village, but in 1881 

they were at New Row, no longer found as such but may be Greenfield Terrace. In 1891 they 

were living at Greenfield Row, probably Greenfield Terrace off the Penberthy Road to Redruth. 

New Road, Portreath, is their address in the 1901 census but the location of this is again not 

known. From 1891 James' occupation is given as general labourer, perhaps the coal portering had 

become too difficult for him with advancing age or perhaps the work had been mechanised.

James died on Wednesday 25 November 1908 at Portreath, just five days after Grace died; cause 

of death was recorded as senile decay, meaning nothing more than old age. He was probably 74 

but his death certificate and memorial inscription give 72; given his traumatic early life and the 

loss of his family he probably literally did not know in which year he was born. He was buried in 

the churchyard at Illogan parish church with Grace. 


