
 

REVEREND WŁADYSŁAW SOMERVILLE LACH-SZYRMA 
 

Polish hero, colonel and professor, Krystyn Lach-Szyrma fled to Britain after being involved in the 
1830-1831 ‘November Uprising’ against Russian occupying forces. Eventually he settled in Devonport after 
marrying the daughter of a local Royal Navy Captain. His only surviving child, born on Christmas Day 
1841, was Władysław Somerville Lach-Szyrma. 

With an English mother and a Polish father, Władysław was brought up fluent in both languages. He was 
also a proficient French linguist.  

A budding poet, Władysław also showed great interest in philosophy and church history from a young age. 
In 1857, when the family were living at 24 Ker Street, Devonport, the vicar of St. Mary’s Church, Reverend 
Alfred Swain, encouraged Władysław to prepare for confirmation. At the age of 16 he became a Sunday 
School teacher. He also read lessons in the church services. 

Władysław was schooled in Devonport and then gained a place at Brasenose College, Oxford where studied 
Classics and was awarded an MA in 1861. He then went on to study International Law and Political 
Economy to obtain a further degree in 1865. 

In April 1864 the Famous Italian General, Giuseppe Garibaldi, had visited Cornwall at the invitation of 
Colonel Pead, who had served with him in the Alpine campaign against Austria. Both Krystyn and 
Władysław greeted him at Penquite Manor. Four years earlier, Władysław had composed a poem entitled 
“Heroes of the Day – Franklin and Garibaldi”. When they met, he presented a copy to Garibaldi. 

In 1865, Władysław was ordained as a deacon, by Bishop Hamilton of Salisbury, and became the curate at 
Pensilva. He was then curate of St. Ives from 1865-1868. He changed posts on a frequent basis, also holding 
positions at Lydford, Princetown and on Dartmoor. He was curate of St. Paul’s, Truro from 1869-1870. This 
was followed by his appointment as Vicar of Carnmellis and the chaplaincy of the Court Church in Paris. 

Having grown up so close to Cornwall, he became interested in its history. In 1867 he gave a lecture at 
Plymouth Athenaeum called ‘The Cornish Nationality’. His notes for the lecture include the following 
statement: 
 
‘The Cornish nationality was evidently of the same family as the Welsh, the Bretons of North France, the 
Cimbrian branch and the Celts and Manx. The distinctive character of the Cornish was evidenced first, in 
their language; second, in the elements of which that nationality has originated; third, in their history; and 
fourth, in the rapid destruction of its distinctive character.’ 

In 1872/73 he held the position of tutor and librarian at St. Augustine’s College, Canterbury where he met 
Henry Jenner, a Cornishman from St. Columb Major, who’s been referred to as ‘The father of the Cornish 
language revival’. 

Władysław subsequently published an article based on the Plymouth Athenaeum lecture. Later, in 1875, to 
an overcrowded room in Penzance, he delivered a lecture on ‘Cornish language and literature’ in which he 
asked the question “Is Cornish quite extinct?” This provoked an animated discussion from the audience. 

He briefly served as curate at Stoke Newington. Then for 13 years, from 1875-1888 he was appointed, by 
Bishop Temple, to the living of the church of St. Peter in Newlyn. He could have obtained a more important 
position elsewhere, but it’s likely this remote parish  fired his enthusiasm further for all things Cornish. It 
was thought that, had he wished to, he could easily have obtained a more imp 

In 1876 his friend, Henry Jenner, published a book entitled ‘Traditional relics of the Cornish language’, in 
which he wrote: 

 



 

Some while ago I received information from the Rev. 
W. S. Lach-Szyrma, Vicar of Newlyn, Penzance, to the effect 
that he had found in his parish some old people who could 
repeat the numerals and knew a few other words of Cornish. 
In July, 1875, I went to West Cornwall, and, in company 
with Mr. Lach-Szyrma, I visited these old people, and afterwards 
made an expedition to the little village of Mousehole, 
in the parish of St. Paul, well known to students of Cornish 
as the home of the celebrated Mrs. Dolly Pentreath, and, in 
still earlier days, of John Keigwin. The result of our investigations 
I have now to put forward. 

Władysław took his duties as a parish priest very seriously but also continued to give lectures and publish 
articles, including one about Cornish numerals and an illustrated guide to the Penzance and St Ives area. In 
1883 he also published his first science-fiction novel, ‘Aleriel, or a voyage to other worlds’. The book was 
about an English vicar who meets a hunchback who is really a disguised winged Venusian of ‘superhuman 
intelligence’ and then tours the solar system in an ‘ether-car’. It sold well, was popular with fans of 
science-fiction and still appears to be available today in modern reprints. It’s thought this was the first time 
the word ‘Martians’ was ever used. 

Like his father, Władysław was married twice. We assume his first wife died young. After marrying again, 
to Rosina Atkinson, he and his second wife had 13 children. 

 

In 1886 tragedy struck with the death of three of the children and they decided to move to a bigger city. In 
1888 he took up a new appointment in the parish of Holy Trinity, Barkingside, Essex and left Cornwall for 
good, although he continued to be passionately interested in Cornish history and language.  

In 1904, Henry Jenner published his famous book ‘A Handbook of the Cornish Language’. Two letters still 
exist from that year, written to him by Władysław about the Cornish language. In the letters he suggests a 
competition prize for the best Cornish student, speaking or composing in Cornish. He also indicated that a 
simple examination paper could be produced related to Jenner’s book to encourage interest in the language. 
Nothing came of his proposals at the time. However, after the end of WW1, Old Cornish Societies were 
created and, in 1928, prizes were awarded at the first Cornish Gorseth. 

Reverend Władysław Lach-Szyrma passed away on 25 June 1915 at Barkingside and left an estate valued at 
£3523-13s-9d. This would be worth over 10 times that amount in 2020 and suggests that his writings and 
lectures brought considerable extra income to add to what he received from his work as a priest. 

He is remembered as a good friend and loyal supporter of his Newlyn parish; a member of many learned 
societies including President of the Penzance Natural History and Antiquarian Society, chairman of the 
Newlyn Harbours Commissioners and Fellow of the Royal Historical Society; and a talented, published 
writer.  

He advocated for the re-instatement of the Cornish Bishopric, which had previously existed from 833 until 
1050, before it was merged with Crediton and authority transferred to Exeter. The first ‘new’ bishop, based 
at Truro, was appointed in 1876, probably thanks to his and others efforts. 

He was also a powerful preacher. In 1888, celebrations were held to commemorate the Armada Tercentenary 
and the foundation stone to the Armada Memorial on the Hoe was laid on 19 July. It’s estimated that 50,000 
visitors attended the event. Reverend Lach-Szyrma was invited to preach the sermon at an important church 
service at St. Andrew’s Church three days later. 

 



 

Nine of Lach-Szyrma’s children were alive at the time of his death. One was the vicar of Aldborough Hatch, 
near Barkingside. With such an unusual surname it would be very interesting to know if anyone who has it 
can trace their lineage back to him and his father. 

Tony Barnard (For Stoke Damerel Parish Church) 

 


