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1 Introduction 
Within a broader ‘Cornish Ports and Harbours’ project examining the heritage 
significance, protection and implications from forces for change affecting Cornwall’s 
ports and harbours, St Mary’s Harbour has been chosen for detailed study as a good 
example of a medium sized multi-purpose harbour. Discussion of the approach and 
working methods applied during the execution of the project can be found in the overall 
Project Report. 

The first quay (marked ‘Old Quay’ on Figure 1) was built here in c 1601 following the 
construction of Star Castle in the 1590s. By the mid 18th century Hugh Town had 
become a Customs port and profited from servicing vessels sheltering in St Mary’s Pool. 
The quay was extended out to Rat Island by Augustus Smith in the 1830s and further 
extension was required in the late 19th century to serve the expanding flower trade with 
subsequent widening in the late 20th century to facilitate modern handling methods. 
The sequence continues with the 2014 15 refurbishments being made to the quay in 
the context of 21st century regeneration planning and improved travel links to Cornwall 
— St Mary’s Harbour is the islands’ only sea-link to the mainland. 

Fig 1 Location map. The red line denotes the study area 



Cornish Ports and Harbours Assessment: St Mary’s Final Report, 12/02/2016 

 

4

2 Outline history 
2.1 Before Star Castle 
During the medieval period the main settlement on St Mary’s was at Old Town on the 
southern side of the island where secular rule in Scilly was based. Protected by a castle, 
and not visible from the open sea, the village was at the end of a bay that deep-water 
ships could not penetrate. 

There are hints of activity in Hugh Town in this period; early medieval grass-marked 
pottery from a shell midden on the lower slope of the Garrison and sherds of imported 
French pottery from Porthcressa (Kirkham forthcoming). Charles Thomas (1985, 189, 
215-7) has suggested that the 14th century chapel of St Maudut which stood close to 
the shore near the Bank survived, converted into a dwelling, until about 1830. A 19th

century copy of a view of Hugh Town made in 1669 (Fig 2) shows it as a single-storey 
structure, oriented east-west and with a high pointed gable and steeply pitched roof. 
Several pieces of worked stone found in Hugh Town, including a mullion window and 
pointed arch, may have come from this building (Thomas 1985, 215-7). Local tradition 
of a ‘great quantity of human bones’ found on the south side of the former chapel 
(Troutbeck nd, 60) suggests a burial ground attached to it, presumably pre-dating the 
12th century foundation of the church and graveyard at Old Town. This in turn suggests 
an earlier chapel at the Bank and presumably some settlement nearby.  

2.2 A change of focus 

Fig 2 An early 19th century reproduction of a view of Hugh Town and the quay taken in 
1669 (Magalotti 1821, facing page 112) 

The present town owes its origins to the construction of Star Castle and associated 
structures in the 1590s and of the quay in c 1601 on the sheltered northern side of the 
island directly below the gateway to the military complex (Bowden and Brodie 2011) —
the proximity of the medieval chapel to the location of the new quay suggests that this 
may already have been an established landing place (Kirkham forthcoming).  

Early development of the settlement was apparently slow: the Parliamentary Survey of 
1652 recorded fewer than 20 houses in the ‘Hugh or New Town near the new castle’,
with another handful within the Garrison and a further eight or ten outside the town 
around Carn Thomas and Buzza Hill (Pounds 1984, II, 139-40, 144-5). By comparison, 
the survey recorded around 40 houses in the area of the established settlement at Old 
Town (Pounds 1984, II, 139–41, 144–5, 148).  
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The 1669 view (Fig 2) confirms the small scale of Hugh Town in the post-Civil War 
period and taken with Christian Lilly’s map and view of 1715 (Bowden and Brodie 2011, 
fig 38), illustrates the early origins of several distinctive elements of Hugh Town’s 
historic topography. The open area south of the quay formed the landward side of a 
working beach where boats could be loaded and unloaded in the shelter of the quay. 
The settlement extended south east from this, straggling along the foreshore and what 
became Hugh Street. Several substantial buildings close to the quay were probably 
those recorded in 1652 as stores and workshops for the garrison (Pounds 1984, II, 
146).

Tradition holds that the vertically-set type of harbour walling was inspired by similar 
walling from the Low Countries from the late 17th century onwards (or possibly earlier). 
The best known of these are probably the town quays in Falmouth built for Sir Peter 
Killigrew, following the incorporation of the town, and the similar quays and sea walls at 
Flushing (even the place-name is copied). However, the particular type as found in the 
old quay at St Mary's Harbour where the stones are also shaped so that they fit more 
tightly together is less common. Similar local examples can be found at Sennen, 
Mousehole and Newlyn. Vertically-set walling is a very strong method for building quay 
walls with rubble stone as the stones bond tighter together as more weight is added. It 
is often argued that the walls were built without mortar so that the pressure of the sea 
can be absorbed (Eric Berry, pers comm). 

In 1715, Lilly observed of the military complex on the Hugh ‘nor has it any good 
landing place but at the isthmus near the Hugh Town’, noting also the ‘adjacent sandy 
Bay, where there is commodious anchoring for the smaller sort of tradeing [sic]
Vessels’ (cited in Cox and Thorp 1993, 5). 

Robert Heath, an officer in the garrison in the mid 1740s, referred to the ‘landing place’ 
and noted that ‘vessels lie aground upon the sand at low water, where is a good place 
to clean, wash, tallow, and stop leaks’ (1750, 12, 26). This area partly survives as the 
Bank, now enclosed and with the former open access to the shore preserved only by 
the slip adjoining the Atlantic Hotel.  

2.3 The rise of Hugh Town 
By the mid-18th century Hugh Town had developed beyond its early primary role as a 
service centre for the Garrison to become a central place for the whole of Scilly. It was 
the Customs port and profited from servicing vessels sheltering in the Pool from bad 
weather or adverse winds. The quay was refurbished in 1740 and in 1749–51. However 
the town remained small — the population in 1800 was only 350 — until the 19th

century when, under the proprietorship of Augustus Smith, a new phase of building 
expanded the settlement considerably. The economy diversified to include shipbuilding 
and maritime trade and, towards the end of the century, tourism and the export of 
flowers and bulbs (Kirkham 2003, 1). 

The lease of Scilly taken up in 1834 by Augustus Smith required completion of a new 
church and a large extension to Hugh Town quay. Both were achieved before the end of 
the 1830s — the New Quay being extended out to Rat Island with a monumental 
entranceway built on Old Quay (Fig 15) — and marked the beginning of a significant 
period of change. The St Mary’s stonemason Robert Maybee, born in 1810, recalled the 
period following Smith’s arrival in Scilly: ‘It was the time the new pier was building . . . 
and the new church . . . and most of the big houses were being built at the same time’ 
(Maybee 1884, 15).  Extension to the quay was required again in the late 19th century 
to serve the expanding flower trade.  

Town Beach, Hugh Street, Thoroughfare and The Strand represent Hugh Town’s long 
history of working links with the sea, its origins in the sheltered landing place created 
by construction of the first quay. Subsequent expansion eastward along the shore was 
an important component in the settlement’s growth. 
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7 Shipbuilding on Town Beach, c 1870 (© Gibson Collection). 

Fig 8 Aerial photo (Cornwall Council 2005).  



Cornish Ports and Harbours Assessment: St Mary’s Final Report, 12/02/2016 

 

11

Hugh Town’s shipbuilding industry had begun in a small way in the 18th century but 
developed considerably in the early decades of the 19th century. By the late 1830s four 
shipyards were active on the foreshores at Town Beach and Porthcressa, employing 
almost 100 men and apprentices. Shipbuilding continued into the 1870s and the 
associated slipways, timber yards, smithies, saw pits and stores were scattered over 
both Town Beach and the Strand areas (Davies 1988; Matthews 1960, 183). 

The severe, well-constructed terraces of single and double-fronted dwellings on Higher 
Strand, Well Cross and Buzza Street reflect the prosperous, industrial character of 
these areas in the middle decades of the nineteenth century. On the Strand these 
probably replaced more humble housing: a small group of the older thatched houses 
survived at the eastern end of the Strand, close to Carn Thomas, until at least the late 
nineteenth century (Arlott 1972, fig 104; Cowan 2001, 22-3; Kirkham forthcoming).

St Mary’s lifeboat station at Carn Thomas was built in 1899, its granite and concrete 
slipway extending north-west into the sea (Fig 24). 

2.4 Modern use 
The quay was widened in the late 20th century to facilitate modern handling methods 
and tourists and the sequence continues with the 2014 15 refurbishments being made 
to the quay in the context of 21st century regeneration planning and improved transport 
links to the mainland. 

As the traffic hub of the Isles of Scilly, St Mary’s Harbour now caters for around 2000 
visiting yachts each year. Harbour users also include fishing vessels, local boat owners, 
inter-island passenger launches and the ships used for the Island’s mainland 
connections. 

St Marys is regarded as a Competent Harbour Authority providing a Pilotage service for 
the Islands with up to 45 cruise ships in 2014, along with sail training vessels, large 
yachts and special cargo deliveries. 

The Harbour is also classed as a Local Lighthouse Authority devolved under Trinity 
House enabling them to establish and maintain certain navigational aids around the 
Islands. 

The study area exhibits considerable time-depth containing several areas, each 
representing a significant point in the development of Hugh Town’s historic topography. 
The Bank maintains part of the former open space around the main landing place and 
the triangular space bounded by Kavorna café and Lloyd’s TSB, marks the edge of the 
early settlement around this landing place from which it expanded along Hugh Street 
on new axis. North of Hugh Street, Thoroughfare represents a former back lane which 
also provided access to the working buildings along the shorefront and accommodates a 
number of historic buildings — houses sheds, workshops, sail lofts, stores etc., as well 
as more recent developments (Kirkham 2003, 34–5, 46). 

Town Beach is fringed by the rear plots of buildings fronting onto the north-west end of 
Hugh Street, the Bank and Thoroughfare. Troutbeck noted in the 1790s that high tides 
enter ‘some of the dwellers’ back court yards and houses, built on the strand’, and 
some of these yards, walled to keep the sea out, still survive, together with small 
stores and outbuildings. The almost continuous line of historic walling along this portion 
of the beach is a distinctive feature (Kirkham 2003, 45).

The rows of houses along Higher and Lower Strand have been relatively little altered 
and survive with substantially less change and erosion to their historic character than 
most comparable industrial housing in Cornwall. This is particularly notable given their 
prominent sea-front position and the degree of change experienced by many historic 
buildings in similar locations elsewhere (Kirkham 2003, 45). 

Successive phases of the quay’s development are also apparent. The early 17th century 
Old Quay, Augustus Smith’s 1830s extension to Rat Island and the late 19th century 
seaward extension of the quay which was encased in pre-cast concrete blocks fixed to 
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steel girders in the winter of 1993–94 (Gibson nd, 15–16). The pedestrian walkway 
exhibits a sort of horizontal stratigraphy with remnants of the 1993–94 and 2006 
paving evident alongside the 2014–15 resurfacing (Johns et al forthcoming). 

3 Description  
St Mary’s Harbour (centred at NGR SV 90370 10770) is sited in the bay of St Mary’s 
Pool to the north of Hugh Town, sheltered and protected by the Garrison to the south 
west.  

The western side of the study area is formed by the long curving arms of the quay. The 
original early 17th century quay was refurbished in 1740 and in 1749–51 and extended 
out to Rat Island by the addition of a second arm in the 1830s; it was extended again 
in the late 19th century, and further widened and extended in 1993–1994.  Alterations 
in 2014 15 include the refurbishment of the Harbourside building (site 11) plus a 23m
long extension to the end of the quay at the north east with associated dredging, quay 
widening and a new wall to the south west, new pedestrian paving along the quay and 
a new chilled store and freight store. 

The two arms of the quay represent significant pieces of historic engineering. The older 
structure, approximately 100m long by 12m wide, is particularly distinctive with its 
facing of large vertically-set coursed rubble and surface of weathered cobbles. The 
quality of construction indicated in the squared granite blocks making up the 19th

century portion and breakwater walling at the landward end is also impressive. 

The study area comprises the extent of the Harbour from the quay across to Carn 
Thomas in the east. It includes several Listed Buildings along Hugh Street and the 
Strand and Thoroughfare and the waterfront to the north of these which includes the 
wide sweep of Town Beach behind which are Holgate’s Green, Rechabite Slip, the sea 
wall and promenade at the eastern end of Town Beach and the lifeboat station and 
slipway at Carn Thomas. 

3.1 Gazetteer 
No. NRHE 

Site Type 

MCO 
or 

ID 

NGR 

(SV) 

Period Description  Designation
& Grade 

1 QUAY, 
BREAKWATER

PRN 
7572

90133 
10729 
to
90237 
10729

POST
MEDIEVAL

Old Quay was built to 
the order of Francis 
Godolphin after 1601; 
The quay was 
refurbished in 1749–
51.

Listed, Grade 
II

2 WAREHOUSE - 90150 
10702

EARLY 
MODERN

The Mermaid public 
house occupies a former 
quayside warehouse. 
Granite blocks in this 
building have drill 
marks (i.e. 19th century 
construction).

None

3 SLIPWAY - 90148 
10713

POST
MEDIEVAL 
OR EARLY 
MODERN

A granite paved slipway 
between the landward
end of Old Quay & The 
Mermaid PH. It may 
pre-date construction of 
the warehouse/PH.

None

4 BOOKING 
OFFICE

- 90199 
10740

MODERN St Mary’s Boatmen’s 
Association booking 

None, 
although built 
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No. NRHE 

Site Type 

MCO 
or 

ID 

NGR 

(SV) 

Period Description  Designation
& Grade 

office is a small 
rectangular stone 
building sited close to 
the junction of Old and 
New Quay. 

on a Listed 
Building

5 GATE PIER - 90212 
10732

EARLY 
MODERN

Granite gate piers on 
the Old Quay were 
constructed during the 
time of Augustus Smith,
1835–8.

Listed, Grade 
II

6 QUAY, 
BREAKWATER

30982 90188 
10742 
to
90222 
10906

EARLY 
MODERN

New Quay was built to 
the order of Augustus 
Smith and constructed 
to include Rat Island in 
1835-8.

Listed, Grade 
II

7 QUAY, 
BREAKWATER

30982 90222 
10906 
to
90246 
10939

MODERN New Quay was 
extended at the 
seaward end in 1889 to 
accommodate larger 
vessels associated with 
the increasing flower 
trade. 

Listed, Grade 
II

8 QUAY, 
BREAKWATER

30982 90222 
10906 
to
90246 
10939

MODERN The seaward extension 
of New Quay was 
encased in pre-cast 
concrete blocks 
steelwork in 1993-4
(Gibson 1997, 15–16).

Listed, Grade 
II

9 QUAY, 
BREAKWATER

30982 MODERN The west (seaward) side 
of New Quay between 
Old Quay & Rat Island 
has been strengthened 
with concrete & steel 
(probably mid to late 
20th century).

Listed, Grade 
II

10 PONTOON PIER - Centred 
90203 
10770

MODERN Modern plastic pontoon 
piers provided for 
visiting boats to St 
Mary’s Harbour. Located
in the angle between 
Old and New Quays.

None

11 BUILDING, 
DOCKMASTERS 
OFFICE

- 90202 
10874

MODERN A prominent 2-storey 
multi-purpose building 
on Rat Island dates to
at least c1907. It 
incorporates 
Harbourmaster’s office, 
Isles of Scilly Steamship 
Company office/booking 
office, toilets, waiting 
room/visitor reception. 
Currently being 
refurbished.

None

12 BUILDING, - 90167 MODERN Store buildings and None
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No. NRHE 

Site Type 

MCO 
or 

ID 

NGR 

(SV) 

Period Description  Designation
& Grade 

YARD 10873,

90171 
10900

yards are extant on Rat 
Island. The 
northernmost building 
complex, against the 
NW side of Rat Island, 
appears on the 1907 OS 
map.

13 SLIPWAY - 90173 
10704

MODERN A granite paved slipway 
is extant behind a 
building extension to 
the Mermaid PH. This 
extension was probably 
formerly a boathouse. 
The footprint of the 
building extension is 
shown on the 1880s OS 
survey. Although the 
slipway is extant the 
doorway into the 
associated structure has 
been blocked.  

None

14 DOCK AND 
HARBOUR 
INSTALLATION

- 90170 
10719

MODERN A very large iron chain, 
most likely an anchor 
chain from a sizeable 
vessel, is extant on the 
higher part of the beach 
behind the Mermaid PH 
and neighbouring 
buildings. It is used to 
secure mooring ropes.

None

15 ROAD - 90140 
10704

EARLY 
MODERN

The road in front of the 
Mermaid PH, leading 
onto Old Quay, is 
granite paved with 
spaced setts for the 
passage of vehicle 
tyres.

None

16 HOUSE 90136 
10702

POST
MEDIEVAL, 
EARLY 
MODERN

Pier house, situated 
close to the landward 
end of Old Quay, has 
17th century origins and 
19th century 
alterations/additions.

Listed, Grade 
II

17 HOUSE 90164 
10683

EARLY 
MODERN

Bank House, Scillonia, 
Pentland flats and a 
shop form a distinct 
frontage on The Bank. 
These buildings are 18th

century with later 
alterations/additions.

Listed Grade 
II

18 HOUSE 90101 
10612

EARLY 
MODERN

Anchorage house is 18th

century and later
Listed Grade 
II

19 STEPS - 90190 
10666

EARLY 
MODERN

Houses east of the 
Mermaid PH have flights 
of granite steps leading 

None
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No. NRHE 

Site Type 

MCO 
or 

ID 

NGR 

(SV) 

Period Description  Designation
& Grade 

down to Town Beach.

20 SLIPWAY - 90199 
10648

EARLY 
MODERN

A granite paved slipway 
is extant next to the 
present Atlantic Hotel. 

None

21 CUSTOM 
HOUSE

30138 90196 
10639

EARLY 
MODERN

The Atlantic Hotel 
incorporates a former 
Customs House. The 
Customs office was 
moved to the Strand in 
1927.

Listed Grade 
II

22 COASTGUARD 
STATION

- 90255 
10589

EARLY 
MODERN

A coastguard station is 
shown at this location 
on the William’s and 
Well’s 1862 town map.
Although 
decommissioned, the 
building is still known as 
the Watch House 

None

23 SHIPYARD 31670 90267 
10629

POST
MEDIEVAL
EARLY 
MODERN
MODERN

A series of concrete 
piles survives on the 
foreshore of Town 
Beach. This is the last 
visible remains of a 
ship-building yard. This 
is probably one of 
several similar 
enterprises set up here 
over the centuries.

None

24 HOUSE, 
CUSTOM 
HOUSE

30468 90406 
10577

EARLY 
MODERN

An early 19th century 
house is extant 
overlooking Town 
Beach. This was 
converted in 1927 to 
accommodate the 
Customs house.

Listed Grade 
II

25 STILE - 90465 
10605

MODERN A step-stile leads onto 
Town Beach from 
Holgate’s Green.

None

26 SLIPWAY - 90488 
10615

EARLY 
MODERN

Rechabite Slipway is a 
granite paved slipway;
a slipway is shown at 
this location on the 
Graeme Spence chart of 
St Mary’s (1792). The
slipway is still in use; a 
boatyard behind the 
slipway and The Strand 
contains numerous 
small leisure craft and 
dinghies. 

None

27 BOATYARD - 90479 
10602 
and 
90512 

MODERN Two boatyards 
containing small leisure 
craft and dinghies flank 
Rechabite Slipway.

None
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No. NRHE 

Site Type 

MCO 
or 

ID 

NGR 

(SV) 

Period Description  Designation
& Grade 

10618

28 SEA
DEFENCES, 
PROMENADE

- 90494 
10617 
to
90592 
10732

EARLY 
MODERN

Sea wall protecting 
properties at the 
eastern end of Town 
Beach from cliff erosion. 
This flat topped wide 
concrete & masonry 
wall is provided with 
railings and seats and 
used as a promenade, &
access to the lifeboat 
house at Carn Thomas.

None

29 STEPS - 90600 
10678

EARLY 
MODERN

Beach steps at the E 
end of Town Beach.

None

30 ROCK GARDEN - 90611 
10736

MODERN A cliff garden on the 
rocky promontory at 
Carn Thomas.

None

31 LIFEBOAT 
STATION, 
SLIPWAY

PRN 
7816

90598 
10766

EARLY 
MODERN

St Mary’s lifeboat 
station at Carn Thomas,
built in 1899. Its granite 
& concrete slipway 
extends NW into the 
sea.

None

32 BOLLARD POST
MEDIEVAL

Four bollards painted 
white, reputed to be 
cannon from HMS 
Colossus, wrecked in 
1798.  

Listed Grade 
II

33 HARBOUR 90220 
10690

POST
MEDIEVAL

Harbour formed by the 
Old Quay built c 1601

None

34 HARBOUR 90350 
10850

EARLY 
MODERN

Harbour formed by the 
construction of the New 
Quay in 1835-8.

None

35 HOTEL (site of) EARLY 
MODERN

Holgate’s Green None
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Fig 9 Plan showing principal features/Gazetteer entries 
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Fig 10 View of St Marys Pool (Site 34) from the Garrison. 

Fig 11 New Quay (Site 6), showing replacement paving (centre and right) and original 
laid setts (left) (photo by Eric Berry). 
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Fig 12 View of New Quay (Site 6) towards the buildings on Rat Island (photo by Eric 
Berry). 

Fig 13 Old Quay (Site 1). 
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Fig 14 Steps, railings and irregular granite paving on Old Quay (Site 1) (photo by Eric 
Berry). 
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Fig 15 Looking inland from Old Quay (Site 1), with the Bank and Hugh Town beyond 
(photo by Eric Berry). 

Fig 16 Augustus Smith’s 19th century entranceway built on Old Quay (Site 1). The 
horizontal ashlar work on the raised parapet is also likely to be contemporary 
(photo by Eric Berry). 
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Fig 17 Probable former anchor chains (Site 14) reused as mooring points on Old Quay 
beach. 

Fig 18 Granite paving leading to the quays. 
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Fig 19 Slipway and converted former boat house (Site 13) at the Bank, Hugh Town. 

Fig 20 Slipway adjacent to the Atlantic Hotel (Site 20). 
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Fig 21 Concrete foundations, probably once used for ship repair works (Site 23). 

Fig 22 Rechabite slipway (Site 26). 
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Fig 23 The eastern side of St Mary’s Harbour beach, with a promenade/sea wall (Site 
28) clearly visible. 

Fig 24 Promenade (Site 28) and access to the lifeboat station (Site 30) below Carn 
Thomas. 
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Fig 25 St Mary’s Lifeboat Station and slipway at Carn Thomas (Site 31). 

3.2 Historic character 
The following sub-sections present the results of a rapid characterisation of the study 
area using information from the 1792 chart by Graeme Spence (late 18th century 
character); the 1862 town plan by Captain George Williams and Mr J S Wells and the 
c 1880 First Edition Ordnance Survey mapping (mid to late 19th century character) —
the c 1841 Tithe mapping for Scilly shows little detail — and the c 1907 Second Edition 
Ordnance Survey mapping (early 20th century character) — there are no 1946 RAF 
vertical photographs for Scilly, with present character based on 2014 Ordnance Survey 
digital mapping. Based on this information, three time-slice characterisation maps have 
been produced (two ‘previous’ and one present) to illustrate the major changes in port 
development. The characterisation mapping is shown at Sub-Type level, the lowest 
hierarchy of historic characterisation. These component parts or site types are 
discussed below within a broader context of characterisation aimed predominantly at 
‘Broad Type’ level.

3.2.1 Late 18th to early 19th century character 
The late 18th to early 19th century character of Hugh Town captures the focus of 
settlement around the landing place and beachhead at Bank, situated below Star Castle 
garrison on the hilltop to the west (Fig 26). Within the rocky shelter of Rat Island and 
Carn Thomas, characterised as Broad Type ‘Cultural Topography (Intertidal)’, Sub-Type 
‘Foreshore (Rocky)’, the ‘Pool’ shown on the 1792 chart by Graeme Spence (Fig 3) was 
a sheltered anchorage (site 34) and Bank a sandy landing place to pull boats up onto 
for shelter and maintenance. Town Beach may have extended the same function; 
shown as a wide sandy strip on Spence’s chart. Together with the Old Quay these 
features can be characterised as part of the port installation; Broad Type ‘Water 
Transport’, Sub-Types ‘Quay’, ‘Landing Point’ and ‘Anchorage’.

In the late 18th century, Rat Island, to the north of Old Quay, was accessible only at 
times of low tide. The rocky outcrop was separated from the mainland by a strip of 
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sand and shingle foreshore (Broad Type ‘Cultural Topography (Intertidal)’, Sub-Types 
‘Foreshore (Sandy)’ and ‘Foreshore (Shingle)’). The defensive character of Rat Island 
during the late 18th to early 19th century was likely still prominent; the 17th century 
blockhouse on Rat Island was still standing at this time. A small extra-mural battery 
was located on the peripheries of the town by this period, towards the western end of 
the quay, extending the defensive character of the north western end of Hugh Town 
back towards the larger fort of Star Castle on the hilltop. This defensive character is 
captured under Broad Type ‘Defence’, the individual components characterised as Sub-
Types ‘Artillery Fort’ and ‘Coastal Battery’).

The settlement of Hugh Town had only recently begun to extend south eastwards by 
the later 18th century. Although relatively small in real terms, the development of Hugh 
Town as a customs port and one of the principal settlements on Scilly can be 
characterised as Broad Type ‘Settlement’, Sub-Type ‘Town’. By this time the cluster of 
houses to the south and east of the Bank was beginning to stretch along the coastal 
strip bordering Town Beach. Eastwards of this the open ground was probably a mix of 
rough coastal ground and sandy dunes. The broader context of this coastal strip can be 
characterised using the Broad Types ‘Rough Ground (Coastal)’ and ‘Cultural Topography 
(Landward)’, Sub-Types ‘Coastal Rough Ground’ and ‘Dunes’.

The Graeme Spence chart of 1792 (Fig 3) suggests that the road into Hugh Town from 
the east may have had a more acute junction with Church Street in the late 18th

century. The chart shows ship builders to the south of the road and the beachfront to 
its north may have been used as part of the ship building enterprise (site 23) on St 
Mary’s during this period (Broad Type ‘Shipping Industry’, Sub-Type ‘Shipyard’). A
slipway, (Broad Type ‘Water Transport’, Sub-type ‘Slipway’) is indicated on the Spence 
chart, extending onto Town Beach from the dunes; Rechabite Slipway (site 26).   

 
Fig 26 Late 18th to early 19th century previous character map, based on the Graeme 

Spence 1792 chart 
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3.2.2 Mid to late-19th century character 

Fig 27 Mid to late 19th century previous character map, based on William’s and Well’s 
1862 town map and the c 1880 OS map 

The development of Hugh Town in the early 19th century resulted in a spread of 
settlement inland and away from the sheltered curve of the beach (Fig 27). The mid to 
late 19th century character of the port area and beachfront by this time partly reflects 
this consolidation of settlement, becoming more closely incorporated within the 
developing town (Broad Type ‘Settlement’, Sub-Type ‘Town’) and with a growing 
commercial and maritime status as a result of the developing tourist industry and 
expanding flower trade.  

The former landing place at Bank was infilled and incorporated into the main settlement 
during the mid-19th century; probably as part of Augustus Smith’s consolidation of the 
town. The early quay (Site 1) saw several phases of extension and changes in function 
during this time; the critical change to redefine the extent of the harbour was Smith’s
extension of the quay to Rat Island in the 1830’s (Site 6) with further extension at the 
seaward end (Site 7) in 1889 to accommodate larger vessels associated with the increasing 
flower trade. The sheltered bay probably continued to be used as an anchorage for 
smaller boats, with Town Beach likely still a focus of small-scale maritime activity and 
shipbuilding. This latter activity was coming to an end during the late 19th century but 
the shipyards extending onto Town Beach survived on a dwindling scale into the early 
years of the 20th century. Two slipways extended onto the beach during this period; the 
easternmost of these, Rechabite, was likely associated with the 18th century shipyard 
shown on Spence’s chart of 1792 (Fig 3). The character of the central strip of Town 
Beach during this period is duly characterised under Broad Type ‘Shipping Industry’, 
Sub-Type ‘Shipyard’, the slipways as Broad Type Water Transport, Sub-Type ‘Slipway’.

The inter-relationship between the cultural and social development of the 19th century 
port and the physical topography of the sandy bay created a maritime amphitheatre 
that both reflected and supported the close interaction between the working port, 
maritime-related industry and the daily lives and working routines of the Hugh Town 
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community. The buildings infilling the former Bank and fringing the shoreline were a 
mix of residential premises, warehouses and working buildings. Characterised as part of 
the developing town (Broad Type ‘Settlement’, Sub-Type ‘Town’) (Fig 25), the 
continuing immediacy of these buildings to the beach and the vagaries of weather and 
tide is demonstrated by the line of back yards incorporating protective sea walls, 
slipways and boathouses (Sub-Types) - to include sites 3, 13 and 20. The juxtaposition 
of the 19th century Customs House (Broad Type ‘Water Transport’, Sub-Type ‘Customs 
House’) (site 21) and Atlantic Hotel (Broad Type ‘Recreation’, Sub-Type ‘Hotel’) is just 
one illustration of the dual role played by Hugh Town during this period, as both trading 
port and visitor attraction. A coastguard ‘watch house’ (Broad Type ‘Water Transport’, 
Sub-Type ‘Coastguard Station’) (Site 22) located to the east of the Atlantic Hotel by the 
mid-19th century reflects an increasing regional and national trend in providing for 
maritime safety during this period.  

The 1862 town map (Fig 4) shows a lime kiln (Broad Type ‘Processing Industry’, Sub-
type ‘Lime Kiln’) on Rat Island adjacent to New Quay and superseding the earlier 
blockhouse on this site; the lime kiln is not shown on the c 1880 OS map, suggesting it 
had already gone out of use by this time. 

By the late 19th century the dunes and coastal ground to the east of the town had 
become progressively infilled. The Strand may have been constructed as a new road 
into town as part of this development, the former road reverting to a back lane. For a 
time during the mid-19th century an area of former dunes at the new junction of The 
Strand and Church Street (formerly Chapel Lane) was used as a military parade ground 
(Broad Type ‘Defence’, Sub-Type ‘Parade Ground’). This continuation of military activity 
at Hugh Town perpetuated the link back to the former garrison at Star Castle, one of 
the primary factors behind the growth of the town into the 19th century. 

3.2.3 Present character 
The present character of Hugh Town remains determined by St Mary’s flower trade,
whose needs prompted the quay’s extension in 1889 beyond that of the 1830s, and the 
appeal of the island to visitors and holiday makers. The quayside has since been further 
modified to include a ferry terminal (Broad Type ‘Water Transport’, Sub-Type ‘Ferry 
Terminal’), which serves the Scillonian ferry, transfers from visiting cruise liners, and 
Scilly’s freight ships, connecting St Mary’s to mainland Cornwall (Fig 28). The working 
beach and anchorage for small boats and pleasure craft endure; the physical 
topography of the sandy foreshore and coastal basin are therefore still characterised as 
Broad Type ‘Water Transport’, Character Types ‘Port and Dock Installation’ and 
‘Navigation Activity’, Sub-Types ‘Landing Point’ and ‘Anchorage’; this reflects the 
symbiotic relationship between the coastal landscape and the human shaping of it to a 
maritime purpose.  

The maritime shipbuilding industry of Hugh Town is no more but small boatyards and a 
working hard have replaced the shipyards at the south-west end of the beach (Fig 28). 
The two 19th century slipways here, including Rechabite Slipway (Site 26), both survive, 
although truncated in form. Only Rechabite still functions as a slipway, characterised as 
Broad Type ‘Water Transport’, Character Type ‘Port and Dock Installation’. The western 
slipway is now walled off and used for access and parking and this present character is 
captured as ‘Broad Type ‘Transport’, Sub-Type ‘Road’. 

Developments in national maritime safety provision by the 20th century resulted in the 
of a new lifeboat station (site 31) (Broad Type ‘Water Transport’, Character Type 
‘Maritime Safety’) at Carn Thomas in 1899 but also saw the closure of the coastguard 
station in the town; this building continues to be known as the ‘Watch House’. Access to 
the present-day lifeboat station is via a 20th century defensive sea wall (Broad Type 
‘Flood and Erosion Defence’, Sub-Type ‘Sea Wall’), which extends along the shoreline 
between Rechabite Slipway and the west side of Carn Thomas. 

Hugh Town saw a renewed military presence for the duration of World War Two, with a 
series of pillboxes located along the edge of Town Beach, at Carn Thomas and on Rat 
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Island echoing the port’s prominent defensive role during the late 18th to early 19th

century. Few traces of the pillboxes survive into the present day, however, with Hugh 
Town having rapidly reverted back to a working port and seaside town. 

The leisure character of present-day Hugh Town is widely demonstrated; by the Atlantic 
Hotel, which has expanded into the former Customs House building (site 21) and by the 
promenade walk along the top of the sea wall between Holgate’s Green and the lifeboat 
station, lined with benches for walkers to enjoy the sea views. Holgate’s Green, 
adjacent to Rechabite Slipway is named for the Holgate’s Hotel which was built here in 
the 1890s on the site of one of the former shipyards on Lower Strand. It was 
demolished in the 1970s and is now an open green space with picnic tables and 
benches, characterised as Broad Type ‘Recreation’, Sub-Type ‘Recreational Open 
Ground’. Additional benches line the present-day quayside and a small pontoon (Site 
10) adjacent to the quay makes extra provision for the mooring of visiting boats,
characterised as Broad Type ‘Water Transport’, Sub-Type ‘Jetty’. The sheltered bay in 
which Hugh Town is nestled remains a safe anchorage for the many boats and leisure 
craft belonging to local inhabitants and visitors alike. Town Beach also continues to be 
used for pulling up boats at low tide. Although still characterised as Broad Type ‘Water 
Transport’, Sub-Types ‘Anchorage’ and ‘Landing Point’ to reflect their functional 
character, these present-day areas are also vibrant, colourful spaces full of sound and 
movement, particularly during the summer season when leisure pursuits and water 
sports also vie for prominence. 

Fig 28 Present character map, based on OS digital mapping (2014) 
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4 Designation, ownership and management 
4.1 Designations 
4.1.1 Heritage designations 
Scheduled Monuments 

A Scheduled Monument is one designated by statute as a site of national importance 
and is protected by The Ancient Monuments and Archaeological Areas Act 1979, as 
amended by The National Heritage Act 1983. By law, any proposed work affecting such 
sites requires Scheduled Monument Consent from the Secretary of State for Culture, 
Media and Sport. 

There are no Scheduled Monuments within the study area. 

Listed Buildings 

In England and Wales the authority for listing is granted to the Secretary of State by 
the Planning (Listed Buildings and Conservation) Act 1990. Many of the buildings along 
Hugh Street, Thoroughfare and the Strand are Listed Buildings (Grade II) (see 
Gazetteer, section 3.1 and Fig 29).

The pier at St Mary’s Harbour is a Grade II Listed Building. The Listing description 
includes ‘Quay and breakwater. Begun by Francis Godolphin soon after 1601, rebuilt 
1740 and 1748; new pier extending north to Rat Island built 1835-8 for Augustus 
Smith, Lord Proprietor of the Islands; lengthened 1889 for the flower trade. Granite 
rubble to earlier arm into harbour partly in vertically-coursed dry stonewall technique, 
and shaped granite blockwork to later arms. Breakwater has canted wall on sea side.  
Two granite piers at south entrance and cast-iron upturned cannon reused as bollards. 
The construction of a pier for the new harbour, St. Mary's Port, was associated with the 
fortification of the Hugh begun by Godolphin which included Star Castle and the 
Garrison walls’. 

Fig  29 Listed buildings in the study area 
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The Historic England (HE) South West office is in Bristol. HE provides input and advice 
on heritage matters for Listed Buildings and Scheduled Monuments, together with 
strategic overviews and support at local, regional and national levels. 

Listed Building Heritage Partnership Agreements 

Listed Building Heritage Partnership Agreements (LBHPAs) were introduced by section 
60 of the Enterprise and Regulatory Reform Act 2013. They allow the owner of a listed 
building or buildings and their local planning authority to agree which necessary works 
to the building are routine and regular and, if done correctly, will not harm its special 
interest. The agreement grants listed building consent (LBC) for these works, for an 
extended period of time, and they can go ahead whenever convenient. Guidance on 
setting up LBHAs is given in Historic England Advice Note 5 (Historic England 2015a). 

Local Listed Building Consent Orders 

Local Listed Building Consent Orders (LLBCOs) were introduced by section 60 of the 
Enterprise and Regulatory Reform Act 2013. They allow a Local Planning Authority to 
grant listed building consent for an extended period for works of any description for the 
alteration or extension of groups of listed buildings in all or part of their area, or 
buildings of a particular description in their area. This is a pro-active and blanket grant 
of consent, which means that owners of those listed buildings will not have to make 
individual applications, but will be able to proceed with the works, subject to any 
conditions that may be attached to the Order. Guidance on LLBCOs is given in Historic 
Advice Note 6 (Historic England 2015a). 

Heritage at Risk 

There are no sites in the study area that are listed on Historic England’s Heritage at 
Risk Register 2015.

Isles of Scilly Conservation Area 

Conservation Areas were first introduced in 1967 through the Civic Amenities Act and to 
date more than 9000 exist in the UK. The current Act governing the designation of 
these ‘areas of special architectural or historic interest, the character or appearance of 
which it is desirable to preserve or enhance’ is the Planning (Listed Buildings and
Conservation Areas) Act 1990. Under this Act local planning authorities are required to 
designate conservation areas, to keep them under review and if appropriate to 
designate further areas. Designation remains the principal means by which local 
authorities can apply conservation policies to a particular area. Current guidance was 
set out by English Heritage in the 2011 publication ‘Understanding Place: Conservation 
Area Designation, Appraisal and Management’.

The whole of the Isles of Scilly is designated as a Conservation Area. 

Article 4(2) directions 

Under Article 4 of the General Permitted Development Order 1995, a local authority 
may bring certain permitted development rights under their control. There are two 
routes to serving such notice – the more usual relates specifically to conservation areas 
and is covered by Article 4(2). 

There are a range of works that may need to be the subject of an application after as 
Article 4(2) direction – the most usual are alterations to windows, doors, roofs, 
chimneys and the like.  

Local Lists 

There is no local list for Scilly.  

Heritage Coast 

The whole of the Isles of Scilly is designated as a Heritage Coast. 
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4.1.2 Conservation designations 
A large proportion of the land area and coastal sea in Great Britain is under the 
protection of conservation designations. Statutory designations broadly fall into three 
categories: nature conservation, landscape conservation and natural heritage 
conservation, which protects wildlife, landscape and cultural aspects of the countryside. 
The study area is included within the following conservation designations: 

Area of Outstanding Natural Beauty  (AONB)  — whole of the Isles of Scilly; 

Conservation Area (whole of the Isles of Scilly). 

Heritage Coast — whole of the Isles of Scilly; 

OSPAR Marine Protected Area. 

Inshore SAC — Isles of Scilly Complex, UK0013694. 

4.2 Ownership 
St Mary’s Harbour is a private harbour, owned and managed by the Duchy of Cornwall.

From 1949 the Duchy sold the freeholds for much of their property in Hugh Town so 
many of the buildings Hugh Street, Thoroughfare and the Strand are in private 
ownership (Kirkham 2003). 

4.3 Planning arrangements 
Marine activities in the seas around England and Wales are licensed, regulated and 
planned by the Marine Management Organisation (MMO). Their responsibilities include 
planning and licensing for marine construction, deposits and dredging that may have an 
environmental, economic or social impact and producing marine plans to include all 
marine activities, including those they do not directly regulate. Most of the study area 
will come under the South West Inshore Plan which will be completed by 2021.

The Isles of Scilly Inshore Fisheries and Conservation Authority (IFCA) was established 
by the Secretary of State in exercise of powers conferred in the Marine and Coastal 
Access Act 2009 and came into existence on 1 April 2011. It is the smallest of ten such 
authorities in England and is comprised of eight members. The administrative and 
financial functions are undertaken by the Council of the Isles of Scilly. The Isles of Scilly 
IFCA has the principal management responsibility for sea fisheries. The aim is to 
manage fisheries in a sustainable way balancing the social, environmental and 
economic benefits of exploiting the sea. One of its main functions is enforcement of 
local byelaws, relevant European Union regulations and national offences. 

The Planning Department of the Council of the Isles of Scilly discharges the Council's 
statutory planning and related duties; managing development control (planning 
applications) and making decisions that conserve and preserve the AONB. The historic 
building recording and watching brief during alterations to the quay in 2014/15 is the 
result of planning condition for archaeological recording (Thomas et al forthcoming). 
Since 2011, however, there has not been a Historic Environment Planning Advice 
Officer/Field Advisor for the Isles of Scilly and ratification of a consultancy contract to 
fulfil these services has been stalled since spring 2013 and this is cause for concern. 
Planning advice to the Council of the Isles of Scilly is currently provided by the 
Strategic Historic Environment Service, Cornwall Council on an informal ad hoc basis. 

There a number of local plans which, although dated, are relevant to the historic 
environment. The ‘Heritage and Cultural Strategy for the Isles of Scilly’ was created by 
the Council in 2004 to formulate local cultural strategies; although dated it does 
provide a useful insight into the unique heritage and cultural identity of the islands.
The objective for the built environment is to ‘Preserve and enhance the traditional built 
environment on the islands and raise the standard of new build and alterations and 
additions to the existing building stock’. Actions include ‘Develop long term 
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maintenance programmes for historic buildings linked to regular condition 
surveys/buildings at risk records’.

‘The Isles of Scilly Local Plan – A 2020 Vision’ was adopted in November 2005. The 
Local Plan provides a clear spatial planning strategy for the islands in a concise and 
precise manner, reflecting its relatively small population and geographic area. Policy 1 
of the Local Plan is ‘To ensure that all relevant future development proposals respect 
and protect the recognised quality of the islands' natural, archaeological, historic and 
built environment, they will be permitted only where, as applicable, they ‘(c) Preserve 
or enhance the character or appearance of the Conservation Area and preserve the 
architectural or historic interest of all listed buildings, including their features and 
settings’.

The consultation draft ‘Isles of Scilly AONB Management Strategy 2015-2020’ was 
circulated in January 2015. The following objectives in the draft strategy are relevant to 
the historic and marine environment: 

Objective 3: Ensure that marine planning secures the conservation and enhancement 
of Scilly’s diverse and distinctive marine wildlife and habitats. 

Objective 4: Increase residents’ and visitors’ awareness, understanding and 
enjoyment of Scilly’s marine environment.

Objective 5: Conserve and enhance Scilly’s marine environment as an economic, 
cultural and social resource bringing benefit to the Islands’ communities.

Objective 6: Support activities that conserve and enhance the historic environment. 

Objective 7: Ensure that the special qualities of the Islands’ historic environment are 
better understood and valued.

5 Forces for change  
5.1 Changes of governance 
The Duchy has been the statutory harbour authority on St Mary’s since the 1890s but is
now proposing to change the governance arrangements at St Mary’s Harbour, which
they feel are anachronistic. Their intention to transfer operations to a new body was 
announced in August 2014.  An initial round of consultation was held with major 
stakeholders in autumn 2014 and a second round of public consultation was completed 
in March 2015 (Duchy of Cornwall 2015a). In April 2015 the Duchy submitted a formal 
proposal to the MMO to change the status of the Harbour to a Trust Port. 

The Duchy initially put forward three options in their proposal document (Duchy of 
Cornwall 2015): creating a municipal port, run by the local authority; creating a ‘Trust 
Port’ run by a Board of Commissioners or handing it to a private company to run 
commercially. The Council of the Isles of Scilly voted to reject taking on the 
responsibility of a municipal port. 

It is rare that a new Trust Port is created from scratch. The Duchy suggests forming an 
interim board with three commissioners who will then set up the structures and appoint 
a full-time board of up to seven members.  

The Harbour will need to be financially viable under any new arrangement and the 
Duchy will transfer over, or provide long leases on, any necessary infrastructure. 

The Duchy set out their vision for the Harbour’s future and the options open to a future 
Trust Port in the ‘Draft Strategic Harbour Plan 2015  [ ]’, published in April 2015 
(Duchy of Cornwall 2015b),  which sets out the various designations but omits to note 
that that Quay is a Listed Building. 
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5.2 Improved transport links 
The air and sea links between the mainland and the Isles of Scilly are the ‘lifeline’ for 
the communities and businesses of Scilly. St Mary’s Harbour is the islands’ only sea-link 
with the mainland and provides transport for the majority of freight and over 80,000 
passengers to and from the Isles annually, a lower cost option for passengers and an 
alternative for air passengers when flights are cancelled.  The existing vessel, RMV 
Scillonian III, was launched in 1977, a bespoke build with a shallow (2.9m) draft and 
was designed to sit on the seabed when there is insufficient depth of water to remain 
afloat. 

The Scillonian does not sail between November and the end of March and there is a 
serious issue of maintaining adequate passenger links through the winter, a situation 
further aggravated by the loss of the helicopter service in 2011.

There have been  various proposals to improve transport links since the early 2000s, 
notably the failed ‘Route Partnership’ which proposed replacement of the Scillonian III
passenger vessel and the Gry Maritha freight vessel with a single passenger-freight 
ship, plus refurbishment of St Mary’s quay to accommodate the new vessel. 

The current harbour improvements to safeguard the future of the sea link for St Mary’s 
and Penzance will create deeper water berths to improve the likelihood of the private 
sector continuing to operate the service. Without harbour improvements, it is unlikely 
that an affordable new vessel will be identified (see Duchy of Cornwall 2015b). 

Cornwall Council is promoting the scheme as the Local Transport Authority in 
partnership with the Council of the Isles of Scilly, Penzance Town Council, Duchy of 
Cornwall, Isles of Scilly Steamship Company and supported by the Cornwall and Isles of 
Scilly Local Enterprise Partnership. 

Works are currently in progress on alterations and extensions to existing buildings to 
provide enhanced passenger and freight facilities.  The main pier is being extended to 
the north-east and the quay wall widened to the south-east to improve access to the 
freight yard on Rat Island. A programme of historic building recording and 
archaeological investigation during works is being carried out by CAU for the 
contractors, Kier Infrastructure in order to satisfy a planning condition (Johns et al
forthcoming). 

5.3 Climate change 
Average global temperature and sea level have risen since the late 19th century and at 
an increased rate over the past few decades. Average UK temperature has risen since 
the mid 20th century, as have average sea level and sea surface temperature around 
the UK coast. Over the same time period, trends in precipitation and storminess are 
harder to identify (UK Climate Projections (UKCP09)). Future sea-level rise around the 
UK is estimated to be between 12 and 76cm by 2090–2099 (Lowe et al 2009). This 
range is based on projections using low, medium and high scenarios for greenhouse 
gas emissions, and the central estimate for the medium scenario is 37cm by 2100, 
although this should not be taken as the most likely projection. 

The Paris Agreement of November 2015 represented a historic moment in the fight 
against climate change.  An enduring, legally-binding treaty, it is the first to commit all 
countries to cutting carbon emissions. 187 countries will reduce carbon emissions, 
starting in 2020, once 55 countries covering 55% of global emissions have acceded to 
it.  

Future projections of sea level rise in Scilly by the Lyonesse Project (Charman et al
2015) show the changes in land and intertidal areas resulting from the median lower, 
mid range and upper scenarios, together with the median ‘high-plus-plus’ (H++) 
scenario for sea-level rise (Lowe et al 2009). Mapping the changes in land and 
intertidal areas as well as water depth changes confirmed that future change in Scilly 
will not be so much in diminishing the extent of dry land, but in the development of a 
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much narrower intertidal zone and an expansion in the area of shallow water between 0 
and 10m below Chart Datum. There is also a clear risk to the low lying areas currently 
protected from marine incursion by dune systems and barriers. Much of the land behind 
these barriers is at or below a level at which a break in the barriers would flood the 
valleys behind them at high tide. The timing and extent of this is dependent on the 
strength of the barriers rather than on sea-level rise per se, but clearly these areas are 
under particular threat from future increased sea level and the narrow isthmus between 
Porthcressa and Town Beach in Hugh Town is one of the places on St Mary’s which 
would be likely to experience flooding and fragmentation. The quay was damaged 
during the storms of winter 2013/14 and the future impacts of climate change and 
increased storminess have the potential to alter or put pressure on the historic 
environment of the Quay.  

The overall impact of future sea-level rise on Scilly is likely a small but significant
reduction in land area above mean high water springs, a very large reduction in 
intertidal area and a change in character of Scilly from islands separated by extensive 
intertidal sand flats and shallow waters, to one of islands permanently separated by 
deeper waters and surrounded by a relatively narrow intertidal zone. There is also a 
risk of flooding of low lying and narrow areas of land that could lead to the formation of 
new islands (Charman et al 2015). 

The Environment Agency, however, predict that coastal erosion at St Mary’s Harbour 
will be negligible over the next 100 years, dependent on defences. The Shoreline 
Management Plan (SMP) policy over each of the three management epochs (20 years, 
50 years and 100 years) is ‘Managed realignment’.

Fig 30 Risk of flooding from rivers and sea at St Mary’s Harbour (© Environment 
Agency copyright and database rights 2015. © Ordnance Survey Crown copyright. All 
rights reserved. Environment Agency, 100026380. Contains Royal Mail data © Royal 
Mail copyright and database right 2015). 

The areas marked as ‘High’ on Figure 30 indicate that each year, this area has a chance 
of flooding of greater than 1 in 30 (3.3%). This takes into account the effect of any 
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flood defences that may be in this area. Flood defences reduce, but do not completely 
stop the chance of flooding as they can be overtopped or fail. 

6 Assessment of significance  
In 2008, English Heritage published ‘Conservation Principles’, containing its framework 
and guidance for assessing the range of values pertaining to the historic environment 
(English Heritage 2008). This guidance identifies four main types of values: Evidential, 
Historical, Aesthetic and Communal and the following subsections present a preliminary 
assessment of the values and significance relating to the port-related heritage of St 
Mary’s Harbour.

6.1 Evidential value 
—‘the potential of a place to yield evidence about past human activity’

First built in 1601, Hugh Town quay is physically and functionally separate from the 
town but of fundamental importance to it. The structure itself records many of the 
town’s and islands’ significant milestones: initial construction accompanied the 
Elizabethan fortification of the Garrison and created the sheltered landing place around 
which the settlement formed; then refurbishment in the 1740s was part of a major 
expansion of the Garrison defences and military presence; the new, much larger deep-
water quay was  built in the late 1830s testified to Augustus Smith’s aspirations for the 
prosperity of the islands (the curious dressed granite piers at the entrance reputed to 
have been intended to emphasise his proprietorial control over access); extension in 
the late 19th century was required to serve the expanding flower trade and widening in 
the late 20th century to facilitate modern handling methods. The quay structure itself 
holds evidence of its original construction and successive phases of repair. A number of 
historic cannon are reputed to have come from the wreck of the 18th century warship 
HMS Colossus, and have been set into the Augustus Smith quay as mooring posts. 
Some of these were moved in 1994 during operations to widen the quay but others 
remain in situ (Kirkham 2003).

Before the construction of the pier, Rat Island housed a blockhouse and a 
limekiln, while sections of the island are reported to have been quarried to 
produce stone for the Bishop Rock lighthouse which was started in 1858 and 
heightened in 1882. 
A World War Two pillbox was constructed on Rat Island, while the remains of an 
engine from a Sunderland flying boat have also been recorded to the west of the 
pier, although this does not lie in its original position as it was moved to its 
present location to stop it being an underwater hazard/obstruction.  This latter 
site was found to be in area of anomalies identified during geophysical survey      
(Wessex Archaeology 2004). 
Numerous ‘onion’-shaped wine bottle pontills have been recovered from the bay 
and it has been suggested that these are from a wreck that has not been 
identified thus far; 
A quern stone and other items have been recovered from the area around Rat 
Island; 
An iron chain and anchor from the Kitty O’Flanaghan, which was wrecked on the 
island in 1938, is still in the area and may indicate where the wreck lies. 
Pottery has been recovered from the area of the current pier which may denote 
an earlier submerged site. 

6.2 Historic value 
— ‘the ways in which past people, events and aspects of life can be connected to the 
present (it tends to be illustrative or associative)’

There are many early views of St Mary’s Harbour and the Garrison beyond; the earliest 
known pictorial representation of Scilly is a view of Hugh Town and the Garrison in the  
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accounts of the ‘Travels of Cosimo the Third, Grand Duke of Tuscany, 1669’ (Fig 2).
Other examples include William Borlase’s 1752 view from the vantage point of Buzza 
Hill and a view of c 1794 (Fig 28).

There are large number of beautifully executed military maps, plans and surveys of the 
Garrison and the Harbour, including a map of 1655, Christian Lilly’s 1715 plan, and  a 
1742 plan and also naval charts held at the United Kingdom Hydrographic Office, 
Taunton.  

Fig 31 An original water colour in naïve style annotated ‘A view of St Mary’s Island 
(Scilly)’. The view was discovered bound into a copy of Troutbeck’s ‘Survey of the 
ancient and present state of the Scilly Islands’ (published c 1794) held in the 
Cornish Studies Library, Redruth. Neither the artist or the date of the illustration 
are known but it is likely to be near contemporary with the Troutbeck volume. 

As well as the military maps, plans and surveys there are a number of picturesque 
views and watercolours dating from the mid-19th century exist, amongst these is a 
watercolour of St Mary’s Harbour, probably by Augustus Smith’s friends Lady Sophia 
Tower or Fanny Le Marchant, which captures the vibrant colours and beauty of the 
scene. The guide to the Isles of Scilly written by Jesse Mothersole in 1910 includes 
several watercolours with views of the Harbour (Fig 32). More recently there is Michael 
Foreman’s 2002 illustration of St Mary’s Harbour in Michael Morpurgo’s novel ‘The 
Sleeping Sword’.

Many of the key features and major aspects of the layout of the place shown in these 
early views and plans are still traceable within the present landscape of and around St 
Mary’s Harbour and so provide a connection between the past and the present. 

The distinctive fabric of the quay itself, together with the boat movement and activity 
on it, are key elements in the many views from and to Hugh Town. Town Beach is an 
important visual ‘gateway’ to Hugh Town for arrivals by sea. This is the town’s historic 
foreshore with its related areas; the buildings and sites associated with maritime 
activity are set around a spectacular curving beach. 

6.3 Aesthetic value 
— ‘the ways in which people draw sensory and intellectual stimulation from a place’

The existing quay, protruding in a curve out to sea, mirrors the long curving line of the 
sandy Town Beach, enhancing the natural enclosure provided by The Garrison. The 
quay connects the mainland with Rat Island, a granite outcrop/small island and forms 
an oval-shaped harbour defined by the quay to the west and Newford Island to the 
north east creating an amphitheatre to which the quay is centre stage.  



Cornish Ports and Harbours Assessment: St Mary’s Final Report, 12/02/2016 

 

39

The quay is bordered on both sides by water, the open natural setting increasing the 
dominance of this structure. The water to the landward side of the quay is calm and is a 
vibrant landscape full of moving elements and life, the water to the seaward side of the 
quay can be very rough and is more open in character with uninterrupted views to the 
off islands. 

There is a buzz of excitement and business about the quay, particularly when the 
launches to the off islands depart at 10.15 on summer days and return in the late 
afternoon or at the arrival and departure of Scillonian III. Holgate’s Green and the 
Strand promenade are popular places for people to sit and admire the views over the 
harbour and St Mary’s Pool and across St Mary’s Road to Samson, Bryher and Tresco.

6.4 Communal value 
 — ‘the meanings of a place for the people who relate to it or for whom it figures in 
their collective memory’

St Mary’s Harbour is a key element of Hugh Town’s overall character. The rhythm of 
town life is marked out by the brief bustle of pedestrian and vehicle traffic which 
accompanies arrival and departure of the Scillonian and inter-island launches.  

Besides its historic importance, the Harbour is a key component of the island’s tourist 
industry upon which 80% of the local economy depends; as such it represents a
significant asset as both a visitor attraction and community amenity. The quay is a 
special place for many people islanders and tourists alike. Visitors arrive and depart 
here for short day trips and longer holidays on the islands with all the stores of 
memories created on each visit. 

7 Summary of recommendations 
As discussed above, there has not been a Historic Environment Planning Advice 
Officer/Field Advisor for the Isles of Scilly since 2011. Ratification of the consultancy 
contract to fulfil these services has been stalled since spring 2013 and this situation 
needs to be resolved as matter of urgency. This is crucial because the expertise present 
in Local Authority HE-advisory staff is needed to engage in the discussions surrounding 
the change of governance of St Mary’s Harbour to ensure the relevant bodies are fully 
appraised and where possible take account of the conservation values of St Mary’s 
Harbour and the other quay structures on the islands. 

St Mary’s Harbour would benefit from an adequately resourced Conservation 
Management Plan. This should include a vision for the Harbour and its port-related 
heritage along with a set of management policies, taking into account what has gone 
before. These policies should be specific to the needs of St Mary’s Harbour and its port-
related heritage and the people who value it. The policies should be based on an 
understanding of the Harbour and its port-related heritage, how it is valued and its 
current management issues.  

In order to help better understand the area a proper digital survey of key historic 
components is recommended; this should include a measured topographical survey as 
well as surveys of historic buildings and structures.  Cornwall Council is carrying out a 
pilot project with the Neighbourhood Group in the St Austell Conservation Area using a 
Smartphone app to carry out Local List Surveys, Buildings at Risk Surveys and 
Condition Surveys which could be extended to Scilly and be carried out by the islands 
Community Archaeology Group. 

The Grade II listed pier itself is open to the elements and could suffer significant storm 
damage and a good independent structural survey should be carried out along with an 
archive quality photographic record. 

Any repairs or alterations to the Quay should be carried out with archaeological 
monitoring to record elements of its historic structure. Where work is subject to the 
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planning process it will be considered within the context of the NPPF and may be 
subject to relevant conditions. Where there are conditions attached to any planning, 
listed building or conservation area approval or any other relevant approval requiring 
archaeological investigation and recording then this work is funded by the applicant as 
it is not supplied by the local planning authority. Similarly outside the planning system 
any investigation will require funding. 

Fig 32 The entrance to Hugh Town from the old pier, St Mary’s by Jesse Mothersole 
c1910 (Image courtesy of J Salmon Ltd). 
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