
But Golowan is a celebration and custom that goes back much
further than the last 30 years. This exhibition explores the origins
and history of Golowan and charts a journey through the ancient
and modern links to Midsummer celebrations across Europe.
We’ll take a look at the history of the traditional aspects of
Golowan that you can take part in today, and share stories of
the rowdy and bold celebrations of Penzance’s townspeople in
the 19th century.

Penzance’s Golowan festival was
established in 1991. It is a vibrant
celebration of Midsummer seeing
thousands of people celebrate on the
streets of our town. Processions, live
music, serpent dancing, a fair on the
Quay, fireworks, a Mock Mayor
election, a torchlit procession on St
John’s Eve, the special appearances
of Penzance’s ’obby ’oss Penglaz and
his teaser, and more, characterise our
unique summer festival.

1 Golowan

Mock Mayor Gulls Allowed leads Golowan parade, 2019

St John’s Eve torchlit procession, 2016
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Until the mid-1880s, Midsummer was celebrated in Penzance and
its surrounding villages between the eves of the feasts of St John
the Baptist (24 June) and St Peter (29 June). Our Cornish
celebrations were part of a much bigger custom across Europe.
Midsummer continues to be celebrated forming an important –
and still relevant – mark on the wheel of the year. In Estonia,
Jaaniõhtu – St John’s Eve – is celebrated today in many towns
and villages with bonfires, singing and dancing. In Finland, for
Juhannus, bonfires are lit near lakes and the sea, and many
homes place branches from birch trees either side of their doors
to welcome visitors. Jāņi is celebrated in Latvia with great
enthusiasm, incorporating fires, decorating houses with leaves,
singing, dancing, and drinking. In parts of Bulgaria, fires are lit
with daring barefoot dances on hot coals. Some French towns
still create tall bonfires that are lit on St John’s Day. In Spain,
Hogueras de San Juan, and Portugal, Fogueiras de São João –
Bonfires of St John can be seen burning on 24 June.

There is a long list of places that mark Midsummer and the Feast
of St John the Baptist with bonfires and other customs. Since the
creation of modern Golowan in 1991, Penzance once again plays
its part in these celebrations.

“—The Cornishman,
17 June 1880, p.4

The feasts of
St John theBaptist
&St Peter

When our Penzance lads are lighting their fires or waving the torches
around their heads it is a strange thought that far to the North, amidst
the fjords of Norway, on the crags of Scotland ; to the South, amidst the
Menhirion of Brittany ; to the East, in the forests of Russia, or on the
Carpathian peaks, fires will be burning on the same evening in honour
of Midsummer-tide. Penzance and Krakow are at one on this point.”

Midsummer bonfire on a lake raft, Härmälä, Finland, 24 June 2016
Photo by Marjaana Pato / Flickr

Wallberg Fernrohr Midsummer bonfire, Bavaria, Germany, 23 June 2007
Photo by Jari Kirvesoja / Flickr

Germany

Finland
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In 1754 William Borlase, antiquarian and rector of Ludgvan,
published a book called, Observations on the Antiquities
Historical and Monumental of the County of Cornwall. An original
copy is held in the special collections of Penzance’s Morrab
Library. In it he describes some of our Midsummer customs and
explains the meaning of the Cornish word Golowan. This is the
earliest record of the term. It is made out of two words in
Kernewek, the Cornish language. Gool means feast, fair or
festival, Jowan is the Cornish for the name John. So Golowan
means, ‘Feast of St John’.

When the Cornish language was spoken or understood by the
majority, the word Goluan/Golowan would have been used to
refer more widely to our Midsummer celebrations. It is the word
that is still used to mean ‘Midsummer’ in Kernewek today.

Since 1991 the name has, perhaps, gained as much
significance and conjures as much anticipation as it did
hundreds of years ago.

Themeaning of
‘Golowan’

In Cornwall, the Festival Fires, call’d Bonfires, are kindled on the Eve of
St. John the Baptist, and St. Peter’s Day, and Midsummer is thence, in
the Cornish tongue, call’d Goluan, which signifies both Light, and
Rejoicing. At these Fires the Cornish attend with lighted torches, tarr’d
and pitch’d at the end, and make perambulations round their Fires, and
go from village to village carrying their torches before them.”

“

Frontispiece of Observations on the Antiquities Historical
and Monumental of the County of Cornwall, by William
Borlase, 1754, held by the Morrab Library, Penzance
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celebrated in the
past?

To the early torches succeeded the first hand-rockets, which send all who
have not made up their minds to be salamanders to the shelter of the
house. Gradually the tar-barrels were ignited throughout the length of
the principal streets. The scene, even at this stage, is picturesque, though
it be barbarous. The thoroughfares are filled with dense smoke; but
through this can be seen perhaps fifty torches, the lurid and ever-moving
flames crossing and re-crossing each other, and, as they approach you,
throwing a light which would have delighted Rembrandt on all around.”

“—An account of St John’s Eve,
Penzance, The Cornish

Telegraph, Wednesday 30 June
1875, p. 4 (Letter to the Royal
Cornwall Gazette, 4 July 1801)

Until the 1880s, the week between St John’s Eve and St Peter’s
Eve in late June, saw Penzance burst into life. Fairs, bonfires,
music, dancing, fireworks, drinking, fighting, boat trips, hill-top
beacons, and general noise-making took place across the whole
town and parts of the wider Mounts Bay area. Shopkeepers
boarded up their windows. Those who didn’t want to take part
sheltered at home with their shutters or curtains closed. Those
who did had the times of their lives.

“Midsummer eve was observed in Penzance and neighbourhood
as usual. While the hills all around showed beacon lights, the
Green Market of Penzance was like a fiery furnace, and from
nine to midnight there was an incessant discharge of hand and
sky rockets.”

—Cornubian and Redruth Times, 2 July, 1880

Bonfire and remains of burning tar barrels at Allendale,
Northumberland. Scenes such as this would have been
seen across the streets of Penzance

Photo by UncleBucko / Flickr

The Greenmarket, Penzance, 1829
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No sooner had the tardy sun withdrawn himself from the horizon, then
the young men began to assemble on several parts of the town, drawing
after them, trees and branches of wood and furze ; all which had been
accumulating week after week, from the beginning of May. Tar barrels
were presently erected on tall poles ; some on the quay, others near the
market, and one even on a rock in the midst of the sea ; pretty female
children tript up and down in their best frocks, decorated with garlands ;
and hailing the Midsummer-eve as the vigil of St. John.”

“—Letter to the Royal Cornwall
Gazette, 4 July 1801

Midsummer preparations were not officially organised at this
time. Preparations for this special week took weeks or even
months and happened informally by groups of friends. ‘Secret
committees’ were even formed to collect money and form back-
yard production lines for making fireworks. Old wooden barrels
were stockpiled. Lumps of pitch were stowed away ready to line
them. Branches and flowers were gathered in days before, ready
to decorate the town. Rows of candles were fixed to windowsills.
Fairground families eyed the spaces around the Quay. The
anticipation was palpable.

19-century newspaper stories are full of vivid descriptions
that describe Midsummer evenings in Penzance and bring
them to life.

Fire swinging, Long Rock beach, 2015. Many accounts exist
describing revellers swinging fiery objects around their heads
at the Midsummer bonfires

St John’s Eve torchlit procession, 2019

Midsummer
preparations
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“The joyful moment arrives! the torches make their appearance! the heaped-up

wood is on fire! The tar-barrels send up their immense flame! The ladies and

gentlemen parade the streets, or walk in the fields, or on the terrace that

commands the bay! Thence they behold the fishing-towns, farms, and villas, vying

with each other in the number and splendour of their bonfires.”

The author of this description, signed just by the initials ‘T. J. R.’ goes on to
describe rockets and crackers thrown in the streets.

“The torches quickly moving along the shore, are reflected from the tide; and the

spectacle, though of the cheerful kind, participates of the grand. In the right time,

rockets and crackers resound through every street and the screams of the ladies on

their return from the shew, and their precipitate flight into the first passage, shop,

or house, that happens to be open, heighten the colouring and diversion of the

night.”

And finally, dancing:

“Then comes the finale : no sooner are the torches burnt out, than the inhabitants

of the quay-quarter, (a great multitude) male and female, young, middle-aged,

and old ; virtuous and vicious, sober and drunk, take hands, and forming a long

string, run violently through every street, lane, and alley crying “An eye! an eye! an

eye!” At last they stop suddenly ; and an eye to this enormous needle being opened

by the last two in the string, (whose clasped hands are elevated and arched) the

thread of the populace run under, and through: and continue to repeat the same,

till weariness dissolves their union, and sends them home to bed: - which is never

till near the hour of midnight.”

This is a good description of the ‘Men and
Maids’ serpent dance that we do today down
Chapel Street to the Quay. But, like most
activities during these times, even the dancing
didn’t escape the flames of the festivities.

“At the close of the fireworks in Penzance, a

great number of persons of both sexes, chiefly

from the neighbourhood of the quay, used

always, until the last few years, to join hand in

hand, forming a long string, and run through

the streets, playing “thread the needle,”

heedless of the fireworks showering upon them,

and oftentimes leaping over the yet glowing

embers. I have on these occasions seen boys

following one another, jumping through flames

higher than themselves.”

—Richard Edmonds, The Lands End District,
1862, p.67

In the 1930s, James Hodge of the St Ives Old
Cornwall Society collected memories from
people who took part in West Penwith’s
Midsummer celebrations.

“We have often heard how on Midsummer-Eve

fireworks were let off and bonfires lit in the

streets of Penzance, but the custom seemed

rather remote until we heard an old lady say

she remembers dancing round the fires, and her

memory adds the human note that they always

kept (saved up) their old frocks for wearing on

that occasion, as their clothes always got torn

and burnt in large holes.”

Fire and
serpents

Let us travel back to Penzance at sunset on St John’s
Eve in 1801. A letter published in the Royal Cornwall
Gazette on 4 July 1801 sets the scene.
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There was no official body overseeing Penzance’s Midsummer events as
there is today. Money was generally collected by subscription in the
preceding months. It was quite a well-organised affair. Behind-the-scenes,
carefully planned logistics for the mayhem and celebrations in different
parts of the town were laid out.

A trusted few formed themselves into
what we call a committee – an
anonymous but representative body to

whom is confided a large sum of money, never
larger than this year, with longer pockets; and
these find money for a band of musicians, all
the tar barrels and other casks of the
neighbourhood, firewood, furze, &c., and men
to place and ignite the combustibles. All this
self-imposed labour – some of it highly
dangerous, as is the pastime to which it leads,
and yet the gods of misrule seem never to have
permitted a serious accident – is in honour of
saturnalia which are as old as the hills.”

—The Cornish Telegraph, 30 June 1875

Since the pubs around the town were generally open at all hours,
pub landlords also contributed directly to the festivities. The
Cornish Telegraph of 27 June 1851 tells us:

“We should not forget to mention that in addition to the

numerous respectable tradesmen who had aided and abetted in

the fun (spite of his Worship’s prohibition) Mr Hemmings, of the

‘Three Tuns,’ sent up one balloon, provided several bonfires, and

many fireworks, Mr Connack, long noted in this line of business,

furnished another aerial voyager and some beautiful rockets.”

During the mid-1870s, and probably before that, Penzance had
a thriving cottage firework industry in the build-up to its
Midsummer revels.

Some of us have been busily engaged in the secret recesses of out-houses in
the rolling-up of rocket cases. Sheet after sheet of pasted brown paper,
tightly enveloping an iron bar, have been made the depository of a mixture

of gunpowder and steel filings. This explosive and glittering compound has been
smartly compressed, the top of the hand-rocket finished off with a piece of touch-
paper, and, dozen after dozen, the completed weapon placed in a secret corner for
re-production and use on the famed Midsummer Eve.”

Fireworks,
subscriptions
& secret committees

“

“

—The Cornish Telegraph, 30 June 1875
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Not everybody in the town enjoyed the
festivities. Inevitably, the gentry frowned upon
it, and we know that various attempts were
made to quell the bonfires and fireworks.

The diary of Henry Boase (1763-1827), Mayor of Penzance in
1817, noted that:

Communicated to sundry of the
principal inhabitants my plan for
preventing the mischief of the
Midsummer Bonfires etc. by making

an arranged and orderly exhibition on some
proper ground out of town.”

Notice was given by Mayor Henry Boase that all bonfires were
forbidden in the town and had to take place on Western Green.

“Sent Joshua with printed notices of a Bonfire at

Midsummer on the green.”

—Diary of Henry Boase, 2 June 1817

This notice, of course, was utterly ineffectual. Since the ban
was for Midsummer Eve (St John’s Eve) people merely waited
for a few days until St Peter’s Eve and had their bonfires in the
town then instead.

“Complaints of depredation committed last night by the

bonfire folks.”

—Diary of Henry Boase, 29 June 1817

Concerns persisted into the mid-19th century. Many were,
quite legitimately, concerned about potential fire risk to their
properties. This was also a time when Penzance was
experiencing a housing boom. One particular attempt to
block street bonfires around Alverton and the Greenmarket
struck a chord with a writer who privately published a
lavish epic poem in 1868.

Ye Battel of ye Bonfyres was written by John Batten in rhyming
couplets, in a style reminiscent of the medieval English poet
Chaucer. The poem satirised the actions of Francis Boase
(another Boase who became mayor) that tried to discourage
people from lighting bonfires at the top of the town.

Thebattle of
the bonfires

“
—Diary of Henry Boase, reproduced in P. A. S. Pool, The

History of the Town and Borough of Penzance. 1974
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ll on the shores of Michael’s Bay.
Ere summer’s leves ben gon,

‘Tis mery to light the good bonfire,
On the eve of sweet Seynt John.

In fayre Pensans, on John his Eve,
The fyres they brenne full high,

There is no wight within twelve myle
But he may them espye.

The yongè carles of Pensans town,
This very yere they swore,

That they wolde light so brave a fyre
As never was lit before.

Word is commen to Frauncis a’ Boase
Was sittynge upon the Bench ;--

“By my fey,” saies Frauncis a’Boase,
“I woll these fyres to quench.

“Two yeres I have rulen in broad Pensans,
“And think to yerès three,

“And ill mote I byde that the Seynt hys tyde
“ Sholde be kept in the maugre of me.

“I have a house in Alwaretowne,
“For which I paie good rent ;

“And pitye it were that a house soe fayre
“Sholde be by fyres ybrent.

“Listeneth to me, Syr Constable,
“ John Olds men clepen thee;

“Whoso shall light a fyre to-night
“A hard tyme shall he dree.”

He hath ywrit a broad letter
Or e'er the sonne hath set,

And yeven it to the bold John Olds
To post in the Grene Markett.

When as the yongè carles it saw
A loud laugh laughed they,

And everich one to his felaw
Wordès like these 'gan say :-

“Frauncis a' Boase is a wel gode man
“To sitte on Mayrè's perch,

“And walken eche month, on Sonnès-day,
“Wi' kemperye men to Chirche.

“Franncis a' Boase is a wel gode man
“To wear the broadswerde kene ;

“And shouten to the bold trayne-bands,
“On Market-jewè's grene.

A Songe Sung in ye Yere of Grace
M DCCC LXVIII

“But bolder men than Frauncis a' Boase
“Must commen out of the West,

“Or e'er they dare, on Seynt John his eve,
“To lett our mery geste.”

They have swiche a bonfyre ylight
As never was lit before,

With rocketts eke they ben ydight,
And squibbès many a score.

The bedels all and the catchipolles
In mery Pensans that byde,

In Grene Markett stand, all agape,
Their stavès att their syde.

Wel wode they herken to Frauncis a' Boase,
But in their shoon do quake,

And never a one hath herte so bold
As he a wight may take.

But han of everich one his name
In tablets fayre ywrit,

And taken unto Frauncis a' Boase,
Where he in hall doth sitt.

To Frauncis A' Boase this newes is told,
I wis full wood is he;

He swereth by hys silver mace
And gown of cramoisy;

Saies, "Bringen to me by morwès morn,
“These bold felawes eche one;

“I woll them bind in derkness drere,
“And eke in strong prisoun.”

The morwès sonne hath mounted high,
When as to halle are hent

Two score and more of gode felawes,
That han these fyres ybrent.

“Ride our, ride our to Helleston,
“My mery man ride apace,

“And bring for us the Man of Lawes,
“As ye wol come by grace!”

These carles have busked them to the Hall,
As thro' the Town they gon ;

They laugh and japen by the way,
And singen everich one.

The peple ben without the doores,
They may not entren in ;

But they who are in Hall ysett
May hear a fearsome din.

These words are commen to Frauncis a' Boase,
Where he on high is sett:

“We woll this fayre Hall pullen down,
“Or Mayres our sports shall lett.”

The Man of Lawes hath scantly come,
And scarce a word hath said ;-

Sodenly Frauncis a' Boase gan think
“This is but foul ysped-

“I mote not bind these gode felaws
“In derkness and prisoun,

“But that I bind the folkès alle
“That ben within my Towne.

“Listeneth to me, ye gode felaws,
“As by my fey ye be,

“I wol not you to prison send,
“T wol han some pitee.

“Ye shall not in the Grene Markett
“Lighten your fyres high,

“Where many housen tall ben not
“Insured of Company.

“St. Peter he hath an eve full fayre,
“I wis, as e'er hath John;

“On Peter his eve I give ye leve
“To play within my Towne,

“Gif that ye light your bonfyres bright
“Alongsido o' the see,

“And come not neere the Grene Markett,
“Or Alwaretownè's lea."

Now is there sworn a fayre promis
By gode felawes two-score,

In Grene Markett and Alwaretowne
To lighten their fyres no more.

Here is a fytte of mery Pensans,
Y-told in merry guise;-

God send us many a Mayre like Boase,
So bold and eke so wyse.

An original copy of this poem is held in
the collection of the Morrab Library,
Penzance.

A
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The combination of urban street
bonfires, fireworks, dancing and
drinking had always meant that
there was the occasional fight or
property damage. The newspapers
often, in the weeks following
Midsummer, feature short reports
from the magistrate’s court where
people answered for their crimes.

A lengthy report in the Cornish Telegraph of 8
July 1857 records the case of a Mr Norton, who
was attacked on three separate occasions on
St Peter’s Eve. He was severely burnt, his
clothes were destroyed, and his assailants
followed him home and set a burning tar barrel
against his house.

From the court accounts, it really was a lawless
night in Penzance. Even the police had to
shelter from the rockets fired at them, reporting
burns to their uniforms. Mr Norton was awarded
damages of £3 15s from the three defendants,
despite the defending counsel protesting that
his client “had only done what it had been the
custom and usage to do in Penzance from time
immemorial, and what every Penzance man had
done for generations and centuries past.”

Ye Battel of ye Bonfyres hints that by the late
1860s there was a growing concern amongst
property owners over the size and frequency of
the bonfires around the town. The bylaws that
were passed and the proclamations in the

Green Market seemed to have little effect. By 1875, Midsummer
celebrations were bigger than ever before, and even better
organised through the secret committees. There was tension in
the town not just over fire safety, but a growing element of
‘rowdyism’.

By 1880, the Cornish Telegraph picked up on these tensions:

Considerable discomfort was caused
by the presence of bands of roughs
who arm-in-arm rushed among the

town knocking people down. The son of Mr
Rogers, butcher, Market-jew-street, was
knocked down and had his collar bone broken.
No town in England, not even Exeter or Lewes
now, can equal the scene presented by
Penzance last night.”

—Cornish Telegraph, 30 June 1880

There were reports of lit rockets being stuffed unknowingly into
people’s pockets, and windows were broken by rocket fire.

In 1881, the Cornish Telegraph (7 July) reports that on St Peter’s
Eve a firework smashed the window of a sitting room above a
shop in the Green Market (where some of the bigger bonfires
were traditionally burned) and struck a man in the eye, which also
set another man’s coat on fire, and burnt another’s arm. Someone
else was injured by the flying glass. It was a violent night.

The days were numbered for fireworks and bonfires in the
streets of Penzance.

Rough, rowdy
& increasingly
dangerous

“
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For all of the mayhem, Penzance’s Midsummer
revels were enjoyed by many, inspiring some to
write poems and songs about their experiences
and memories. Some of these were published
in the local papers, and some, such as the
‘Midsummer Bonfire Song’, were passed down
through oral tradition.

This poem speaks of colourful balloons, more like Chinese
lanterns than modern plastic balloons, and also mentions the
instruments that were played such as cornets and drums. Large
bonfires, tar barrels, hissing rockets, torches, feats of fire
spinning, screams, shouts, smoke all reminded the poet of what
they imagined were ancient “heathenish” rites. The tenth verse
is a vivid description of how the Mock Mayor of the Quay was
honoured in the Green Market.

1874: A memory of Midsummer
Eve at Penzance

The shadows of night have come sweeping down,
Invading the streets of the dear old town ;
But it's Midsummer Eve,
So they'll have to leave.
Or be caught in the corner and toasted brown.

'Tis Midsummer Eve, the Eve of St. John,
And on this night always the old town shone ;
And longer than that,
To borrow from Pat,
Tradition is what we rest this fact upon.

'Tis Midsummer Eve, and nine by the clock,
To the "Old Green Market" multitudes flock,
And intently stare,
As up in the air,
The gay balloons' gravity's influence mock.

Hurrah ! how gracefully they leap
From guiding hands, and upward sweep.
Hurrah ! hurrah ! how grand they go,
How gay their colours, bright their glow ;
A touch of fire has made them rise
In 'Iustrous beauty up the skies.

Now cheery the sound of the music comes,
From cornets, from big and from kettle drums ;
The balloons, so bright,
Are off for the night,
And with fun and with frolic the old town hums.

The bonfires crackle, and glare, and roar,
And the smoke, flames and bright sparks upward soar ;
The tar-barrels shine
In many a line,
And the hissing rockets their fierce fires pour.

Rockets ! rockets ! I seem to hear
That old cry now, high, Ioud, and clear ;
The frantic rush, the smothered scream ;
The rushing rockets' fiery gleam ;
The ringing laugh, the merry shout ;
And all the wild, good-humoured rout.
Rockets ! rockets ! I seem to see
Familiar faces, lit with glee,
Pass down the lane the swaying crowd
Has made for rockets! hissing loud.
Ye well-known faces, happy, bright,
I bid you welcome back to-night!

Crackers are frantic, and rushing on high,
Sky-rockets break in cascades down the sky ;
Brawny arms swing
In fiery ring,
Big torches, that roar as they whirl and reel by.

To its highest pitch the wild fun has got,
Zeal, like the fires, glows steady and hot ;
Flame, heat, and smoke,
Scream, shout, laugh, and joke ;
Proclaim that the mirth has not slackened one jot.

Rockets ! amid the crowd is seen
A tall, fine man of noble mien ;
That active form, awhile ago,
In old Penzance, who did not know ?
Rockets ! from out the crowd they spring,
The active youth, the stalwart man,
And form a wide and living ring,
Round which the fire quickly ran.
The lifted rockets round him play,
He bows with cordial, perfect grace ;
That dazzling ring of fiery spray,
Lights up his bold, flushed, smiling face.
Encircled by that glowing ring,
He looks the revel's happy king.

The bonfires now are smouldering low,
And through their hot ashes the boys and girls go ;
Hands joined, a long string,
With swift, easy swing,
They dash through the embers, yet hot and aglow.

Oh, remnant of Baal ! Oh, heathenish rite !
Toasting the shades of a Midsummer night,
In this sedate age,
When simple and sage,
Are fully convinced that it cannot be right !

London. J. B.
The Cornish Telegraph,

Wednesday 24 June 1874

Poetry,music
and song
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In 1846, William Sandys, scholar of
Cornish culture and Fellow of the
Society of Antiquaries, contributed
the words of the Cornish ‘Midsummer
Bonfire Song’ to the book Ancient
Poems, Ballads, and Songs of the
Peasantry of England.

The Cornish Midsummer Bonfire Song is introduced with the
words: “The custom of lighting fires on Midsummer-eve, being
the vigil of St John the Baptist is still kept up in several parts of
Cornwall. On these occasions the fishermen and others dance
about the fires and sing appropriate songs. The following has
been sung for a long series of years at Penzance and the
neighbourhood, and is taken down from the recitation of the
leader of a West Country choir."

The bonny month of June is crowned

With the sweet scarlet rose;

The groves and meadows all around

With lovely pleasure flows.

As I walked out to yonder green,

One evening so fair;

All where the fair maids may be seen

Playing at the bonfire.

Hail! lovely nymphs, be not too coy,

But freely yield your charms;

Let love inspire with mirth and joy,

In Cupid's lovely arms.

Bright Luna spreads its light around,

The gallants for to cheer;

As they lay sporting on the ground,

At the fair June bonfire.

All on the pleasant dewy mead,

They shared each other's charms;

Till Phoebus' beams began to spread,

And coming day alarms.

Whilst larks and linnets sing so sweet,

To cheer each lovely swain;

Let each prove true unto their love,

And so farewell the plain.

Cornish traditional music expert Mike O’Connor
suggests that the words “sit uneasily alongside
devout Cornish Methodism” and are “certainly
not Puritan.” In 1929, Ralph Dunstan reproduced
the song in his Cornish Song Book — Lyver
Canow Kernewek. He felt some of the lyrics
were “corrupt” and “unprintable.” In his book,
the line “Lay sporting on the ground” became
“Skip it featly on the ground.” We trust readers
of the full text here will not be offended!

These words have since been translated into Kernewek by
Cornish Bard Telynor an Weryn, Dr Merv Davey, and set to the
tune of another but unrelated folk song called ‘The Marigold’. This
tune is perhaps more widely known as that of ‘Dives and Lazarus’
and also the Irish song, ‘Star of the County Down’. It is also
known as Tansys Golowan, meaning Midsummer bonfires in
Kernewek. A lively recording of this version was made by the
Golowan Band, sung by Phil Knight, on their 2005 album.

TheCornish
MidsummerBonfire
Song
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The Mock Mayor elections are a popular traditional element of modern Golowan. Usually a couple
of days before Mazey Day, candidates create their characters and ludicrous manifestos. Before
social media, the letters pages of the Cornishman newspaper carried sparring jibes from Mock
Mayor candidates. Each candidate has a short time to introduce themselves and their manifestos
on a stage in front of the baying crowd. If the crowd boos they are unceremoniously pulled off
stage. In recent years Lord Justice Socks, a beloved Golowan figure, has overseen the
proceedings. In the end, the candidate with the loudest cheers wins and gets to stand with
Penzance’s official mayor to address the town from the steps of the Market House on Mazey Day.

But what are the roots of it? Mock Mayors were ‘elected’ by public acclamation in
many Cornish and English towns and villages, poking fun at the authorities and
causing a bit of good-natured mischief.

In Penzance we have a few historical sources that mention it briefly, without
any explanation of exactly how the elections were run. Edgar Rees in his book
Old Penzance wrote of a mock mayor in the Green Market on Midsummer Eve
late at night:

“About this hour (11.30pm) a popular mock-mayor might often have been seen

standing in the middle of the Green Market surrounded by a number of youngsters,

each holding a lighted hand-rocket above the head of the mayor. The sparks

falling around him gave the impression he was standing in the middle of a

fountain of fire.”

—Unreferenced source from Edgar Rees, Old Penzance, 1956 p.75

In 1901, the Pall Mall Gazette published an article on Mock Mayors across the
country. It reports that, “The last ‘Mayor of the Quay’ at Penzance died only a few
years ago, and in the same period Helston, St Germans, and other places have also
disowned the sway of their mayors of misrule.”

It is possible that the Mock Mayor tradition is linked to the much older medieval
and Tudor custom of the Lord of Misrule, and the French ‘Prince des Sots’ – Prince
of Fools. These humorous revels, poking fun at the Establishment, provided a
chance for ordinary people to mock the authorities and speak truth to power in
times before most people (all women and men without property) were allowed to
vote and take part in democratic processes.

Lord Justice Socks, Mock Mayor MC, 2018

Mock Mayor Pen Hood and Mayor Dick Cliffe, 2018
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One striking figure of our modern
Golowan is Penglaz, Penzance’s
boney ‘obby ‘oss. This striking
figure consisting of a large horse
skull with a tall cloth body can be
seen, led by its ‘teaser’,
scampering through the crowds
during the modern St John’s Eve
torchlit procession and after the
fireworks on Mazey Eve. The
image of Penglaz’s skull has
become emblematic of Golowan.
In Kernewek Penglaz means ‘grey
head’. What is the historical
evidence for this ‘mast beast’
in Penzance?

In July 1595, during the Spanish raids on
Mounts Bay, their commander, Don Carlos de
Amézola, wrote in his log that when sacking the
village of Paul, to the south of Penzance, they
discovered, “a horse carved in wood and greatly
embellished, serving as an idol, worshipped by
the people.” The ‘horse’ was destroyed in the
fire. It might have been a hobby horse kept in
the church for the village feast day or other
festivities, like the church at Abbots Bromley,
Staffordshire, which houses ancient deer antlers
for the annual Horn Dance.

The earliest mention of the name ‘Penglaze’ is
from 1833, and refers to a man, rather than a
hobby horse and the context here is Midwinter
mumming rather than Midsummer. In Christmas
Carols Ancient and Modern, William Sandys
describes the Christmas tradition of guise
dancing in Penzance. One element of guise
dancing, apart from dressing up in disguise,
was the playing of games.

“Another amusement is called “The Corn-market,” where also there is a master,

who has an assistant called Spy-the-market; another essential character is old

Penglaze, who has a blackened face, and a staff in his hand, and a person is girded

round with a horse’s hide, or what is supposed to be such, to serve as his horse; they

are placed towards the back of the market.”

In 1846, Penzance antiquarian Richard Edmonds further described Penzance’s
hobby horse or ‘obby ‘oss. Similar to Sandys’ description of Penglaze, not a skull
on a mast, but a wooden articulated horse.

The guise-dancers may be always seen in the
streets of Penzance in the evenings from
Christmas-day to ‘twelfth day,’ going to or from

the houses wherein they are permitted to perform, attired
in fantastic dresses and variously disguised. A well-known
character amongst them, about forty years ago, was the
hobby-horse – represented by a man carrying a piece of
wood in the form of a horse’s head and neck, with some
contrivance for opening and shutting the mouth with a loud
snapping noise, the performer being so covered with a
horse-cloth or hide of a horse, as to resemble the animal,
whose curvettings, biting, and other motions, he imitated.”

The inspiration for the Penglaz
of today’s Golowan came from
these sources, and that of the
Welsh Mari Lwyd who snaps
and capers around parts of
South Wales during the Twelve
Days of Christmas.

Penglaz the
Penzance ’oss

“

Penglaz the Penzance ’oss



15
The day after St John’s Eve – the Feast Day of St John the
Baptist – saw a fair in and on the Quay area of Penzance.
Then, as it is today, it was known as the Quay Fair.

TheQuay Fair

Photo of Quay Fair in the late 1860s
Courtesy Morrab Library. Ref STRT 8.007

Although the fair is seen from behind, we can see some of the attractions including ‘swinging chairs’,
a caravan advertising an ‘Industrial Exhibition’ and a tent with painted canvas reading, ‘To be seen
alive – The Great Golden Boa Constrictor’. A small group of people can be seen listening to a man.
Note their dirty trousers which could be covered in soot from the many bonfires. The Harbour Office
has since been demolished, but this is still an easy scene to recognise today. The letters HS on the
wagon in the foreground suggest that the fair was run by H. Smith. Penlee House Gallery and
Museum suggest that the granite blocks visible on the far right could have been for the construction
of Wolf Rock Lighthouse. If so, this photograph could date from the late 1860s.



Boats,
sea-sickness
& laughter
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Louise Courtney in her memoirs, Half a Century
of Penzance, published in 1878 recalls:

“In 1825, and for many years after, it was very largely attended,

and the crowd was so great that you could only get along by

much exertion. Two of the chief attractions at this fair were the

large quantities of strawberries that were exposed for sale, and

the going out for a short cruise in the fishing boats. This was

familiarly known under the name of ‘a penorth of sea’. At this

fair, until within the last few years, the public-houses at the

quay remained open all night. The stalls began just below the

church, and were on each side of Quay Street, leaving a very

narrow thoroughfare in the middle. The shows were grouped

on the Quay. This fair has latterly diminished in importance,

and is now but thinly frequented.”

The fair and bonfires weren’t just for one night. Our 1801 letter
author ‘T. J. R.’ remarked, “Such is Midsummer in this part of
Cornwall; and on the eve and feast of St Peter which follows so
closely upon it, the same things are acted over again.”

The custom is, for the country people to come to Penzance in their best
clothes, about four or five o’clock in the afternoon ; when they repair to
the quay and take a short trip on the water. On this occasion numbers of
boats are employed, most of which have music on board. After one
cargo is dismissed, another is taken in ; and till nine or ten o’clock at
night, the bay exhibits a pleasant scene of sailing-boats, rowing-boats,
sloops, sea-sickness, laughter, quarrelling, drum-beating, horn
blowing, &c. &c &c. &c. On the shore there is a kind of wake or fair, in
which fruit and confectionary are sold, and the public houses are
thronged with drinkers and dancers.”

“–– Letter by ‘T. J. R.’ to the
Royal Cornwall Gazette,

4 July 1801

St Peters Fair, 1880s
Photo courtesy Penlee House Gallery & Museum, Penzance / Gibson Archive
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Penlee House Gallery & Museum, Penzance

Quay Fair, 1850
JohnGrenfellMoyle



18 Spirit of Penzance

The 1850s would see the beginning of significant change in the
town’s character and people, from the coming of the railways
to the residential expansion of the town and its attractiveness
as a holiday destination. The sea was Cornwall’s main highway
and Penzance was often the first stop for ships full of goods
and people from around the world. Fairground rides like the
ferris wheel of ‘overboats’ were hand-cranked rather than
steam powered and were brought to Penzance by
Traveller communities.

The Quay Fair took place in the cramped area along the
harbourside and in front of the Dolphin Tavern. There were many
public houses in this poor and densely populated harbour area of
the town, and for the period of the Quay Fair pubs were allowed
to stay open all night (later in the century this was no longer
permitted). Later, much of the crowded ‘slum’ housing between
St Mary’s church on Chapel Street and the harbour were cleared.

“A “fairing” consisted of gingerbread nuts, almond confits, burnt

Almonds, Angelica, coloured candies, comfits et cetera which

were all weighed up together that’s so much a pound, I believe

the best fairings for two shillings a pound. Peculiar kind of spiced

gingerbread, in a small square packet was also sold throughout

the fair by itinerant beggars.”

—The Cornishman: 3 January 1884. Reminiscences of 1842

John Grenfell Moyle’s painting of the Quay Fair,
which was also known as Strawberry Fair,
captures the essence of Penzance’s communities
and celebration during the mid-19th century.

In the painting Moyle celebrates Penzance’s maritime importance
with fine ships in harbour, bedecked with flags, and many of the
crowd wearing naval clothing. Travelling theatres, fairground,
performers, musicians, buskers, fortune tellers, and a waxworks
exhibition provided Quay Fair’s entertainment. Moyle depicts
people from all parts of society from the expensively-dressed to
the barefooted. It could be a raucous affair with thefts, brawling
and disputes reported afterwards in the Petty Sessions.

Fresh strawberries in season were sold by women from
surrounding rural communities in large baskets and served in
cabbage leaves. Spiced gingerbread biscuits or ‘fairings’ took
their name after the fair and were special treats, as were nuts and
sweetmeats. Locally-brewed beer quenched thirst and could be
bought in booths, though it was frequently reported as not tasting
great. Drunkenness was commonly reported in the papers after
Quay Fair.

John Grenfell Moyle (1817-1894) was born and brought up in
Penzance. He became a physician on the Isles of Scilly at the
age of 32 until his retirement in 1890. Moyle trained at University
College London and travelled to Bombay (now Mumbai) as a
ship’s surgeon with the East India Company. He drew and
painted from an early age. At seventeen he was commended
for a painting that he entered to the newly opened Falmouth
Polytechnic exhibition. His hobby was painting important
moments in the calendars of the Isles of Scilly and West
Cornwall, including the laying of the telegraph cable, and
Queen Victoria and Prince Albert’s visit to St Michael’s Mount
in 1846. We might wonder that the Quay Fair was also a great
weekend out for Scillonians visiting the mainland.

Photo by Leticia / Flickr
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By 1890, the streets of Penzance
were quiet during Midsummer. No
bonfires, no revelling and dancing
in the streets. Only some officially
organised firework displays. What
on earth happened?

The commonly-held reason for the end of
Penzance’s Midsummer celebrations is that it
was the increase in fire insurance premiums
which lead to an outright and enforced ban on
bonfires and unlicensed fireworks.

There is some truth to this. In July 1880 the
Cornishman reports on the reading of a letter
sent to the Mayor by an insurance company
after he asked if his premises, should they catch
fire due to fireworks, would be covered by his
insurance, “the Company replied that they
would not.” However, we can look towards the
UK Parliament for the main reason, and one
which gave the authorities real powers to stop
the town’s fiery revels.

Even in the 1850s local bylaws made it illegal to
let off fireworks in the streets. In reality this was
completely ignored and hard to enforce.

The mere act of letting off fireworks in the town or

highway is in itself a very serious offence, and

subjects the offender to a severe penalty, but that law,

as far as Penzance is concerned, is pretty nearly an anomaly and

on Midsummer and St. Peter's Eves is set aside and fireworks are

allowed by common consent on those evenings.”

—Report of the Borough Magistrates’ Petty Sessions.
Cornish Telegraph, 8 July 1857

The Gunpowder and Fireworks Act of 1860 meant that licenses to
manufacture fireworks had to be applied for. The fireworks act
proved impossible to enforce so in 1875 its provisions were
strengthened in the Explosives Act. Section 80 of this act, which
remains in force today, makes it an offence to set off fireworks in
the street. It is also an offence to make or store them without a
license. Substantial fines could be applied for those in breach of
the law. The police and Penzance borough authorities now had
the legal stick they needed to crack down on those making and
throwing fireworks in the streets. They knew that once the
fireworks were banned, the bonfires would disappear too.

A few years passed with little change, as the newspapers tell
us. But gradually, examples were made of some people. The
people making and enjoying their fireworks were not typically
wealthy. A few hefty fines of some high-profile individuals, and
the fear of financial penalty wasn’t something most people
could afford to ignore.

Thebeginning
of the end

“
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A letter in the Cornishman published on
7 July 1881 lamented that the over-exuberant
actions of a “few low roughs” spoilt it for
everyone else, with the streets of Penzance
at Midsummer now devoid of their
ancient custom.

“Much as I uphold old customs, for “old fashions please me best,”

and should regret seeing fireworks in our town put a stop to ; yet,

if better conduct and less rough play cannot be obtained, I think

that we may just as well let the custom die out. Several visitors

who had read of, and were anxious to see, the ancient custom,

went away from the Green Market thoroughly disgusted, and it is

a pity that the reputation of the town should suffer by the conduct

of a few low roughs from the back slums.”

By 1883 there was a 10pm curfew, enforced by the police. No
bonfire crackled and burned in the Green Market, only smaller
ones on side streets.

“A ten o’clock curfewmight, to all appearances, have been in

force, for as the last stroke died away the fires everywhere went

out, the street lamps were put out, the moon came out, and most

folks went in ; and long before midnight Penzance, like a well-

conducted little town, was snugly tucked in bed and perhaps

asleep and dreaming.”

—The Cornishman, 5 July 1883

There was no real love or support for the organised annual
fireworks displays that took the place of grassroots festivities and
the end of the ancient Midsummer custom was in sight by 1883.

“The annual display of fireworks was a miserable affair this year.

Instead of the Green Market in particular and the principal streets

generally being aglare with torch, and bonfire, and all sorts of

ornamental fireworks, quietness reigned supreme. But for all this

the boys were not to be deprived of their fun, and half a dozen

large bonfires and a few torches were burnt in honour of the

yearly event. No committee was formed for the collection of

subscriptions, owing to the apathy of those who in former years

were heart and soul of the whole affair. It is very probable that

future displays of fireworks in the streets will be stopped by the

authorities, who are known to be averse to the observing of the

old custom, and would gladly see it abolished. So it is likely to die

a natural death.”

—The Royal Cornwall Gazette 29 June 1883

By 1884 people letting off fireworks in the streets were made
examples of by the police. At the West Penwith Petty Sessions
held in Penzance on 2 July, and reported in the Cornishman the
next day, several people were charged and pleaded guilty to
fireworks offences.

Wemay just aswell
let the customdie
out

Newspaper advert to raise money for an organised
firework display later in the summer of 1884
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“From the Promenade, Penzance, the fireworks, bonfires, and

torches, which lit up our neighbours on Monday evening,

presented an appearance that will not soon be forgotten by the

many persons who were spectators of the scene. The blazing

monster bonfire on the beach was the centre of the display of fire

and fireworks, which sent its lurid flames skyward in such bodies

that it might have been seen miles seaward as well as at

prominent places in the localities, northward and eastward.

This, with the numerous torches, surrounding it, literally

illumined sea, sky, and land for miles around whilst continuous

flights of sky-rockets, Roman candles, with frequent gleams of

brilliantly coloured flames combined to make the scene one that

was highly interesting and in many respects truly grand. As the

night wore on the spectators increased on the Promenade as far

as Sandy-bank, and the admiration of all was loudly expressed

at the novelty and brilliancy of the scene. The strains of music,

too, were heard in the distance, and as midnight approached

the familiar old Cornish dance tune (“The Furry”) was distinctly

heard wafted across the expanse of sea and land towards

Penzance, which, with the loudly-expressed hilarity of the

dancers, was the source of amusement to those who witnessed

the fan and frolic from distance.

—The Cornishman, 5 July 1884

A few years later in 1890, the loss was complete, as this editorial
in the Cornishman notes.

“Midsummer-Eve is at hand, but no longer does the

subscription-book quietly go round for material for

hand - rockets (and sky-rockets) tar-barrels, torches,

faggots, furze, and occasionally an old boat. The quay-boys, with

their wonderful variety of grotesque hats and shillalaghs, and the

quay-girls in petticoats that caught the sparks like tinder yet

never blazed ; the thread-the-needle, jump the bonfire chace the

girls; and all the rude but good-tempered fun are gone. Penzance

has lost one of its customs, whose origin is veiled by the mists of

antiquity, though not absolutely hidden in the cloudiness.”

Newspaper advert for an ornamental firework display in Penzance, 1885

“

By 1884 the bonfires and street fireworks had been completely
chased out of Penzance town centre. But the spirit of Midsummer
had not been completely extinguished. It was reported that a
“blazing monster bonfire” was held on the beach towards Newlyn.

Midsummer bonfire, Long Rock beach, 2014
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The newspapers are largely quiet on any news
of Midsummer celebrations in Penzance after
the mid 1880s. Doubtless a few bonfires were lit
on the beaches in subsequent years, but the
scale and enthusiasm had been all but
extinguished.

Penzance itself was expanding as a town with more houses, new
people moving here, and a growing reputation as a desirable
holiday resort. Perhaps our ancient Midsummer customs were
not to the taste of the town’s new residents and visitors?

In 1896 in Newlyn, Midsummer took on the form of children’s
entertainment with processions through the streets.

Midsummer Eve was celebrated at Newlyn by

bonfires, illuminations of various kinds, and a long

procession of children through the streets and on the

pier carrying lanterns and candles.”

—Lake’s Falmouth Packet and Cornwall Advertiser, 27 June 1896

In the late 1890s, Midsummer bonfires were still held on hilltops.
The Cornishman of 1 July 1897 records a bonfire lit at Sancreed
Beacon at 10pm “…and burning brightly could be seen from
miles around. On the same night, another ‘monster bonfire’ was lit
on Trencrom Hill. It was so large, an organising committee had
planned and built it with assistance from nearby farmers to get
the combustibles into place.

In the 1920s the Federation of Old Cornwall Societies took up
the mantle of keeping the hilltop beacons burning on St John’s
Eve. They still organise these today, although no longer within
sight of Penzance.

Jubilee Procession in a Cornish Village by George Sherwood Hunter
(1846–1919), June 1897
Courtesy of Royal Cornwall Museum, Truro

St. Ives Old Cornwall Society Mid-Summer Bonfire on Carnstabba Hill,
Halsetown, St. Ives
Photo by Colin Antrobus / Flickr

Memory&
revival

“



23

The Golowan Band was created to bring music
and dance to the streets, lead the torchlit
procession on St John’s Eve and the
characteristic parades on Mazey Day,
including the Men and Maids serpent dance.
Fireworks on Mazey Eve, set off over Mounts
Bay, are now organised at a safe distance but
can be seen for miles around.

Mazey Day, launched each year by the Mayor of Penzance and
the Mock Mayor of the Quay, is the centrepiece of the festival, in
which artists, schools and other community groups fill the
streets with music and giant sculptures in a series of parades.
Tens of thousands of people line the main street of Penzance,
Market Jew Street, which becomes a huge market place for the
day, with traders selling all manner of goods as well as food from
all around the world to delight the taste buds.

Dedicated Golowan volunteers wake up first and adorn the
town with seasonal greenery. They are also the glue that
keeps Golowan together, on hand to marshal parades, help,
explain, and rattle buckets to raise much needed funds for
the next year—in many ways a continuation of the ‘secret
committees’ of friends that kept Golowan of old going for so
many years. Penzance is at its most beautiful during Golowan
with banners and giant imagery on parade. Stunning hand-
made flags adorn our town and promenade throughout the
festival with a different theme each year.

The Quay Fair that follows Mazey Day is a more relaxed affair
where the whole festival shifts from the town centre to the
harbour. A fairground is set up along the sea front with its lit-
up rides, temporarily adding to Penzance’s skyline. The Mock
Mayor of the Quay has been elected by now and is likely to
be seen making acquaintance with organisers and revellers
throughout the festivities.

Today, Golowan remains in community hands, although it is
professionally organised to meet the safety and needs of
Penzance locals and visitors alike. The modern festival has
truly ancient roots, adopting and adapting old traditions. We
hope that revealing these stories of Penzance's past
Midsummer celebrations will provide strength and inspiration
to create new traditions for Golowan's bright future.

Golowan
is back

In 1991, Penzance began to once again
take its place with our fiery friends
across Europe and beyond, celebrating
Midsummer – Goluan, Golowan – the
Feast of St John.

Modern Golowan was originally
revived, adapted and created by
Alverton School, members of Kneehigh
Theatre, Penwith Peninsula Project
and Penzance Town Council. From the
one day of celebration, Mazey Day, and
with the continuing support of
Penzance Town Council, Golowan
grew to revive the old traditions of the
Feast of St John.

The Golowan Band
Photo by John Stedman
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