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St piran
St Piran is a typical example of a legendary Cornish saint. His name is first recorded in 960 at Perranzabuloe, a name that means ‘Piran in the sand’, where the church was later believed to contain his bones. In the 12th or 13th century a Life of him was written in Latin for the church or for Exeter Cathedral, to which it belonged. The author of Life believed that Piran was identical with a similarly named Irish saint, St Ciáran, so he took Ciáran’s Life and made it the basis of Piran’s. He stated that Piran was a saint from Ireland who became a bishop, eventually sailed to Cornwall, made his home there, did many miracles, and died on 5 March.

The Life was written hundreds of years after Piran was thought to have lived, and there is no reason to suppose that he was Irish. No evidence survives that Irish saints ever came personally to Cornwall, and there is little sign that they were even venerated there in medieval times. It is much more likely that he was an early Cornish cleric or nobleman who founded, served, or was buried at Perranzabuloe church, and that the veneration of him spread from there to the other churches and chapels that are known to have been dedicated to him. They included Perranarworthal and Perranuthnoe in Cornwall, a chapel at Cardiff in south Wales, and Trézildé (and possibly other churches) in Brittany. 
The flag of St Piran is first mentioned in 1838, when it was stated to have once been ‘the standard of Cornwall’, but the evidence for this statement is unknown. In modern times Piran has come to be widely accepted as the patron saint of Cornwall, and his flag as its flag. Historically, however, Cornwall has never had an official patron saint. Petroc was the most important one before the Norman Conquest, and Mary and Michael the most popular from then until the Reformation.
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