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Henry Harvey, Father to 21

By Philip Hosken, Trevithick Society (after research on the Tonkings by the

late Dorothy Selby-Boothroyd and Michael John Harvey Tonking)

A
lthough Henry’s position as the head of the most important company in the

history of Hayle is well known, his position as head of what was probably the

largest family in town is seldom mentioned.

Historians record Henry’s social life by simply saying that he was never married. They

paint a picture of an astute but caring boss of a very progressive engineering business.

There was another side to Henry however: he had a partner called Grace Tonkin from

St Just. This was no secret affair; Henry had installed Grace and their family at Mellanear

House on Foundry Hill while he ostensibly lived with Elizabeth (Betsey), his unmarried

sister, at the family home in Foundry House. Between 1818 and 1837 Grace bore Henry

10 children, nine of which survived. They were baptised as Grace Tonkin’s children (eight

described as ‘base,’ meaning illegitimate). All except one had the middle name Harvey

and all had the surname Tonking, to distinguish them from the more usually spelt Tonkin.

Anne, another of Henry’s sisters, married John Harvey, a well-to-do carpenter from

Helston but not a relative. They were to have six children before both parents died in

quick succession leaving their offspring as orphans. Henry and Betsey took them into

Foundry House and looked after them.

Another sister was Jane, the wife of the errant Richard Trevithick. She was a resource-

ful woman with six children. While Richard promised much, he seldom delivered and a

great deal of the cost of bringing up his children fell to Henry. We know from correspon-

dence that they looked upon him with gratitude for being a generous, thoughtful uncle.

Henry was a good father to all 21 children, saw that they were well cared for and

received a good education and a solid start in life. Many were apprenticed, not only

within the Harvey works but throughout the country. Prior to his death in 1850 he made

over property at Stithians and St Gluvias as a trust fund for his illegitimate children and

their mother. This ensured that his children were not disadvantaged by his lack of a

marriage.

It is frequently and erroneously said that Henry’s father, John, had forbidden him to

marry the housemaid, but John had died in 1803 about 15 years before the liaison.

We do not know why Henry never married.

Harvey’s of Hayle Walk

With Kingsley Rickard, Trevithick Society

A new edition of Vale’s Harvey’s of Hayle has been published by Trevithick Society
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