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1 Summary  
This report describes the results of an archaeological watching brief carried out by the 

Cornwall Archaeological Unit for BT PLC for the Scilly Subsea Superfast Broadband 

Project in July 2014. 

The watching brief covered the seabed crossing for the new section of seabed cable 

from the existing cable out of Porthcurno to Scilly and also the subsea routes between, 

St Mary’s and Tresco and Bryher and Tresco. It also covered the following five landfalls 

in Scilly: 

1. Anneka’s Quay/The Bar, sand and shingle beach on the north-eastern side of 

Bryher (NGR SV 882260 15241); 

2. Foreshore below Point Carn on the north-western side of Tresco mapped as 

rock, boulders and shingle  (NGR SV 88647 15316); 

3. Pendrathen Quay, foreshore at the north-western end of St Mary’s  mapped as 

rock and boulders (NGR SV 91170 12749); 

4.  Sandy beach between Crab’s Ledge and Bounty Head, Tresco (NGR 89952 

13868); 

5. Porthcressa, the sandy beach at the south-western end of St Mary’s where the 

cable from Porthcurno came ashore (NGR 90315 10434). 

Assessment of the geophysical and bathymetric surveys carried for BT over the final 

segment connecting the existing cable route out of Porthcurno with Scilly indicated that 

archaeological potential was low and a protocol for reporting finds of archaeological 

interest was adopted (Appendix 2), however no archaeological finds or features were 

reported during the sea bed crossing. 

The inter-island cables were surface-laid and did not disturb the seabed, especial care 

was taken to avoid the area of the submerged forest and peat exposure between St 

Mary’s and Tresco. 

A watching brief was maintained during groundworks at the five cable landfall sites but 

there no archaeological finds or features present. 
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Fig 1 Subsea cable route. 

 
 

Fig 2 Location of the cable landings on Scilly: 1 Anneka’s Quay/The Bar, Bryher; 2 

Below Point Carn, Tresco; 3 Pendrathen, St Mary’s; 4 Bounty Ledge, Tresco, 5 

Porthcressa, St Mary’s. 
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2 Introduction 

2.1 Project background 

BT PLC is working with the Council of the Isles of Scilly Council and the Cornwall 

Development Company to provide Superfast Broadband to the Isles of ScillyThe project 

involved a seabed crossing from Cornwall and the installation of subsea telecoms cables 

at five landings on the Isles of Scilly (Figs 1 and 2) and BT PLC applied for marine 

licences for these cables from the Marine Management Organisation (MMO).  

English Heritage’s response to the application was that ‘The historic environment of the 

project area is extremely sensitive. This includes the seabed crossing and approaches 

to Scilly (ship and aircraft wreck), between the islands and at the cable landfalls on 

Scilly (shipwrecks, prehistoric monuments and landscapes). Owing to this sensitivity 

and the potential for further discoveries, a historic environment desk-based assessment 

with recommendations for mitigation will be required following a marine geophysical 

survey of the cable corridor between Cornwall and Scilly.  We appreciate the difficulties 

of carrying out marine geophysical survey in shallow water but would also recommend 

that the feasibility of geophysical survey of the inter-island cable routes is also 

investigated.   

The surveys and desk-based assessment should be conducted by specialists with 

relevant experience of both the project area and the use of marine geophysics in a 

historic environment context’.  

The MMO advised that there were two (draft) licence conditions that could be included 

in any potential marine licence that may be issued in respect of this application: 

‘The licence holder must provide the MMO with written confirmation that a qualified 

marine archaeologist has reviewed  and provided a written report on the data gathered 

during the pre-construction bathymetric and side scan sonar surveys of the cable route, 

and that any micro-siting of the cable satisfactorily avoids any potential archaeological 

interests.   

For the near shore and intertidal areas likely to be impacted by the works, A Written 

Scheme of Investigation to describe how damage to potential historic environment  

assets will be mitigated must be submitted to the MMO for review and approval no less 

than 4 weeks prior to the first instance that the licensed activity is due to start. 

Archaeological interests may also include palaeo-environmental investigation and 

scientific dating if relevant sediments are affected by the works’. 

In order to address the comments and advice from English Heritage and the MMO, a 

Written Scheme of Investigation (WSI) for archaeological recording during the project 

was prepared for BT PLC by the Cornwall Archaeological Unit (CAU—formerly Historic 

Environment Projects, Cornwall Council) at the request of Mick Glanfield, Restoration 

Liaison & Marine Team Front Office, Subsea CoE, in order to meet the of the draft 

licence conditions (Appendix 1). It was based upon the surveys carried out for BT PLC 

and informed by discussion with Vanessa Straker, Science Advisor for English Heritage 

(South West). 

2.2 Aims 

It was possible that ground works associated with the cable laying and landings could 

disturb buried archaeological remains. It was therefore important that a suitably 

qualified archaeologist(s) is/are present during these works in order to identify and 

record any features of interest. 

The site specific aims were to: 

 Establish the presence/absence of archaeological deposits and remains. 

 Determine the extent, condition, nature, character, date and significance of 

any archaeological deposits and remains encountered. 
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 To establish the nature of the activity on the site. 

 To identify any artefacts relating to the occupation or use of the site. 

 To obtain palaeo-environmental material which can be analysed and dated, 

which will help characterize past environments. 

 To provide further information on the archaeology of Scilly from any 

archaeological remains or deposits encountered. 

2.3 Working methods 

The archaeological work was carried out according to the methodology set out in the 

WSI (Appendix 1).  

 

3 Site history 
The archaeology of Scilly is of international importance with evidence on land and 

below the present high water mark indicating that Scilly has been settled for at least 

four thousand years. 

A notable aspect of Scilly’s historic environment is the presence of stone walls, a 

paleoenvironmental deposits and other remains below high water, the result of low-

lying land being submerged by the gradual rise in sea-level. The timing and nature of 

changing land areas and the separation of the individual islands has, in the past, been 

the subject of much conjecture and debate.  

There are 238 Scheduled Ancient Monuments. Many of these scheduled sites cover 

extensive areas on the islands, containing over 900 individual monuments, 

representing different periods. There are concentrations of prehistoric ritual and burial 

monuments, field systems and houses, cist grave cemeteries and Romano-British 

settlements and shrines. 

Over the last 400 years a series of military installations has developed from Tudor forts 

and castles, Civil War batteries, and 18th century fortifications.  The Isles of Scilly, the 

westernmost of the granite masses of south west England, contain a remarkable 

abundance and variety of archaeological remains from over 4000 years of human 

activity. The remote physical setting of the islands, over 40 km beyond the mainland in 

the approaches to the English Channel, has lent a distinctive character to those 

remains, producing many unusual features important for our broader understanding of 

the social development of early communities. 

Throughout the human occupation there has been a gradual submergence of the 

islands' land area, providing a stimulus to change in the environment and its 

exploitation. This process has produced evidence for responses to such change against 

an independent time-scale, promoting integrated studies of archaeological, 

environmental and linguistic aspects of the islands' settlement. 

The islands' archaeological remains demonstrate clearly the gradually expanding size 

and range of contacts of their communities. By the post- medieval period (from AD 

1540), the islands occupied a nationally strategic location, resulting in an important 

concentration of defensive works reflecting the development of fortification methods 

and technology from the mid-16th to the 20th centuries. An important and unusual 

range of post- medieval monuments also reflects the islands' position as a formidable 

hazard for the nation's shipping in the western approaches. 

The exceptional preservation of the archaeological remains on the islands has long been 

recognised, producing an unusually full and detailed body of documentation, including 

several recent surveys. 
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4 Site locations 
The WSI covered the seabed crossing for the new section of seabed cable from the 

existing cable out of Porthcurno to Scilly (Fig 1) and the subsea routes between, St 

Mary’s and Tresco and Bryher and Tresco. It also covered the following landfalls in 

Scilly: 

 

1. Anneka’s Quay/The Bar, sand and shingle beach on the north-eastern side of 

Bryher (NGR SV 882260 15241); 

 

2. Foreshore below Point Carn on the north-western side of Tresco mapped as 

rock, boulders and shingle  (NGR SV 88647 15316); 

 

3. Pendrathen Quay, foreshore at the north-western end of St Mary’s  mapped as 

rock and boulders (NGR SV 91170 12749); 

 

4.  Sandy beach between Crab’s Ledge and Bounty Head, Tresco (NGR 89952 

13868); 

 

5. Porthcressa, the sandy beach at the south-western end of St Mary’s where the 

cable from Porthcurno came ashore (NGR 90315 10434). 

 

 

5 Archaeological results 

5.1 The seabed crossing from Porthcurno 

The surveys carried for BT by Marine Engineering Solutions (Orr 2014) covered the new 

final 46.373km segment connecting the existing cable route out of Porthcurno with 

Scilly (Fig 1).  They comprised side scan sonar, sub-bottom profiling and bathymetry. 

The seabed surface sediment types were identified a gravel, rock, sand and sub-

cropping rock. No organic sediments were recorded by the surveys or in the grab 

samples. Only wreck site was identified approximately 0.75km to the south-east of the 

final splice with the existing Porthcurno cable. The cable was laid by ROV up to the 20m 

water depth approximately 0.66km from Porthcressa on St Mary’s and then by diver 

jetting for the final section. 

Assessment of the surveys by CAU indicated that the potential for disturbing 

paleoenvironmental remains was low and a wreck identified near the final splice 

between the existing and new cables was avoided by the cable route. 

Consequently a protocol for reporting finds of archaeological interest was adopted, 

closely following the British Marine Aggregate Producers Association and English 

Heritage Protocol (Wessex Archaeology 2005; Appendix 2). The cable-laying contractor, 

TE SubCom, nominated one of their staff as a Site Champion for archaeology. They 

were issued with a flow chart setting out the actions to be taken when they are told 

about a discovery. The Site Champion was to fill in a pro forma Preliminary Record 

sheet for each find, based on the form in the Protocol document and inform the project 

archaeologist. A Poster accompanying the Protocol was posted in a prominent position 

in the contractor’s vessel CS Resolute. 

In the event that finds of archaeological importance were encountered in the course of 

cable laying, the operator was to comply with the Protocol and ensure that the 

discovery was reported to the MMO, English Heritage and the Cornwall Council Historic 

Environment Planning Advice Officer (HEPAO). 

No archaeological finds or features were reported during the sea bed crossing. 



Scilly Subsea Cables Superfast Broadband Project: Archaeological Report 

 6 

5.2 Inter-island cable routes 

The inter-island cable routes were not surveyed as these cables were surface-laid and 

the only excavations were above the Mean Low Water Mark up to the beach joint and 

covered by the cable landfall sites 

Especial care was taken to avoid any seabed disturbance in the area of the submerged 

forest and sea bed peat exposure between St Mary’s and Tresco. 

5.3 Cable landfalls 

5.3.1 Anneka’s Quay/The Bar, Bryher 

Scheduled Monument No. 1016170 ‘Prehistoric linear boundary and cairns south west 

of the Bar, Bryher’ is located approximately 150m, to the south of Anneka’s Quay. The 

Cornwall and Scilly HER also records a number of findpots in the general vicinity 

including a prehistoric quernstone (MCO 7624) and flints MCO 7630).  

A small area of possible old land surface (MCO 7737) recorded near SM 101617 was 

sampled and analysed during the Lyonesse Project (Charman et al forthcoming) but 

was found to be weathered periglacial head (ram) which was stained dark brown giving 

it the appearance of organic-rich sediment. It did not contain any pollen or microfossils. 

In 2007 test pits recorded during a watching brief on refurbishments to Anneka’s Quay 

(Johns and Sawyer 2008, 15) revealed layers of sand and gravel overlying ram to 

depth of 2–3m — no palaeoenvironmental deposits were observed. 

The archaeological potential at this location was considered relatively low. A watching 

brief was carried out during trenching on 19 July (Fig 3) but no finds or features of 

archaeological interest were found and the trench, which was c 0.7m deep, only 

contained layers of sand. 

5.3.2 Below Point Carn, Tresco 

This location was also the landing point for the 1985 SWEB off island electricity cable 

connecting Tesco and Bryher. The Cornwall and Scilly HER records that number of 

worked flints, including cores and tools (MCO 7635) were collected from trenches about 

50 m to the south of this location (Ratcliffe 1991, and that in 1744 a hoard of about 

500 Charles I half-crowns of 17th century date were found about 25m to the south by a 

mason repairing 'Tresco Palace', a boarding house used by ship masters and visitors 

(RN 72368; Troutbeck nd c 1794). 

The archaeological potential at this location was considered relatively low and the cable 

was laid in a duct on the foreshore so there was no ground disturbance. The Master of 

the Falmouth Divers cable laying vessel did point out some bones and debris exposed in 

the low cliff near the landfall but on closer examination this proved to be post-medieval 

or modern material – the site has reported to the Cornwall and Scilly HER (Fig 4). 

5.3.3 Pendrathen Quay, St Mary’s 

The nearest recorded site is the post-medieval quay at Pendrathen (MCO 7489) some 

35m to the south-east. Other recorded sites in the near vicinity are an Iron 

Age/Romano-British occupation site (MCO 7479) centred at 85m to the south-east  and 

the remains of wall at mean low water mark 100m to the north-west (MCO 77641). 

The archaeological potential at this location was considered relatively low. A watching 

brief was carried out during trenching on 21 July but no finds or features of 

archaeological interest were found (Fig 5). 

5.3.4 Beach between Crab’s Ledge and Bounty Ledge, Tresco 

This landing lies approximately 90m to the east of Scheduled Monument 1016422 

‘Prehistoric settlement and hut circles north of Crab’s Ledge, Tresco’ and approximately 

45m to the south-west of Scheduled Monument 1017782 ‘Prehistoric field system in 

southern Pentle Bay, Tresco’ (see Fig 3). 
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The field walls of 1016422 are related to successive intertidal peat deposits on the 

foreshore and was not known how far these extend below the sand to the east. 

Therefore the archaeological potential of this location was considered very high. A 

watching brief was maintained during trenching on 21 July but nor finds or features of 

archaeological interest were found. The trench only contained sand, and was excavated 

to a depth of c 1m (Fig 6). The peat deposits further to the west are currently well 

exposed on the surface of the beach because of last winter’s storms, however they 

evidently come to an end some distance from the cable landfall (Fig 7). 

5.3.5 Porthcressa, St Mary’s 

The cable from the mainland came ashore in Scilly at Porthcressa on St Mary’s on 23 

and 24 July (Fig 8). This location was also the landing point for the 1985 SWEB off 

island electricity cable connecting St Mary’s and St Agnes although it was not monitored 

during that watching brief (Ratcliffe 1991). 

The final approach to Porthcressa was surveyed by Marine Engineering Solutions using 

a small boat and comprised the navigable areas of 500m swath out to approximately 

15m water depth (Orr 2014). Extensive rocks and hazards made navigation of some of 

the swathe impossible. The foreshore and intertidal areas were characterised by 

exposed rock or sub-cropping rock with a thin veneer of sand. From Beach probes, the 

depth of sand ranged from 0 – 0.7m.  

Archaeological sites in the vicinity include the site of a World War 2 pillbox or gun 

position on the upper shore granite outcrop known as Little Carn 75m to the west (MCO 

166775), the site of the post-medieval shipyard on Porthcressa Beach (MCO 7814). 

There is also a linear feature plotted from air photos which might be a modern power 

cable (MCO 71336). Bronze Age settlement remains and an Iron Age/Romano-British 

cist (MCO 7581) are exposed in the cliff face on the east side of Porthcressa Bay and 

the west side is Scheduled Monument 1018370 ‘Post-medieval breastwork, curtain wall 

and associated defensive structures on the periphery of The Garrison, St Mary's’. 

The landing location at Porthcressa was considered to have moderate archaeological 

potential because the sand on the beach has frequently been moved by storms and 

Porthcressa Bank has been frequently remodelled, most recently in 2012/3. The 

remaining traces of 19th century shipbuilding activity on the Porthcressa shore were 

cleared away by the Council of the Isles of Scilly in 1902 (Bennett et al 1991; Johns 

and Sturgess 2013).  

A watching brief was maintained during groundworks but no finds or features of 

archaeological interest were revealed. 

 

6 Conclusions 
While unproductive in terms of archaeological finds and features, the watching brief has 

helped to further define the extent of the Scheduled peat deposits at Crab’s Ledge, 

Tresco. We now know that the deposits do not extend to the east under the sand and 

shingle as far as Bounty Ledge. 
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Fig 3 The cable coming ashore on Bryher, Saturday 19 July. 

 
 

Fig 4 Post-medieval/modern midden exposed in the cliff face near New Grimsby, 

Tresco. 
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Fig 5 The cable trench at Pendrathen, St Mary’s, Monday 21 July. 

 
 

Fig 6 Section of trial pit excavated at Bounty Ledge, Tresco, Monday 21 July. 
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Fig 7 The Scheduled peat exposure at Crab’s Ledge, Tresco (foreground) with cable-

laying activity in the distance. 

 

 
Fig 8 The cable being brought ashore at Porthcressa, St Mary’s, Wednesday 23 July. 
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Appendix 1: Written Scheme of Investigation 
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Appendix 2: Protocol for reporting archaeological 

finds 
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