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1 Project background 
In December 2012 Cornwall Archaeological Unit, Cornwall Council (CAU) were 

commissioned by Alan Fox of Cornwall CLT Limited to undertake an archaeological 

watching brief during ground works for the erection of local needs housing on land 

adjacent to the Diving Centre, Churchtown, St Martin’s, Isles of Scilly (Fig 1). The 

watching brief was required to satisfy a planning condition. 

The site of the new building is located approximately 25m to the east of the Diving 

Centre (Fig 2) on an upland area of the island, being approximately 30m above sea 

level.  

The Cornwall and Scilly Historic Environment Record (HER) includes a number of sites 

in the vicinity of the development. The area of the Scheduled Monument 15521: 

Prehistoric Cairn and Prehistoric to Post-medieval Field Systems between the Plains and 

Wine Cove, St Martin’s which covers much of the northern and north-eastern parts of 

St Martin’s extends to within 150m of the site. A Bronze Age cist is recorded as having 

been ploughed out of a nearby field in 1969. A number of find spots are also recorded 

in Churchtown, including struck flints, Romano-British pottery and an undated rotary 

quern, and in 2013 a Roman-period cist grave was discovered approximately 325m 

south east of the site in one of the bulb fields at Churchtown Farm (Johns and Taylor, 

forthcoming). 

 

2 Aims and objectives 
The site specific aims were to: 

 Establish the presence/absence of archaeological remains. 

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

any archaeological remains encountered. 

 To establish the nature of the activity on the site. 

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

 To provide further information on the archaeology of the Churchtown area of 

St Martin’s from any archaeological remains encountered. 

 

3 Working methods 
The work was carried out according to the methodology set out in the Written Scheme 

of Investigation for archaeological recording which was based on a discussion with Dan 

Ratcliffe, Historic Environment Strategy Lead, Cornwall Council (Appendix 1). 

 

4 Results 
Archaeological monitoring was undertaken during the commencement of works in April 

2015. The development site was approximately 200 square metres in area. The 

stratigraphy comprised a layer of turf and topsoil 0.12m deep (context 1) over loose 

pale grey/pale brown sand 1.8m deep (context 2) over a layer of firm dark brown 

sandy clay 1m deep (context 3) which represents the old ground surface, over hard 

natural ram (periglacial head) (Figs 3 and 4). All of these deposits were virtually stone-

free. 

No archaeological features, deposits or finds were uncovered. 
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5 Discussion 
Describing his visit to St Martin’s in 1752 the antiquarian William Borlase wrote ‘This 

lsland to have been entirely cultivated in former times, for every where as we went 

(through the whole length of it) we could trace Hedges so plainly crossing the ridge, 

and descending to the Sea on either hand of us, that there can be no doubt but that 

the land was inclosed and divided into fields anciently, though now for the most part 

incapable of cultivation, because overrun as it is with sand, the soil is quite buried: the 

present fields are very small, lying towards the South from the decline of the Hill to the 

edge of the water, but the higher parts are all one Common, the surface being either 

too stony and shallow to make arable ground, or covered with sand blown in from some 

Northern Coves below; however, what has suffered so much from the sand in former 

ages has in length of time contracted soil enough to form a turfy pasture on which the 

inhabitants keep many sheep, the sheep-run being two miles long, but below this Turf, 

there is nothing but sand for a great depth’ (Borlase 1756, 53). 

Borlase also noted that there were historical records describing a number of storm-

surges in the Scilly during 1703 and 1744 (Borlase 1758), while OSL dating of marine 

and aeolian deposits in the vicinity of Big Pool, St Agnes has led to the suggestion that 

they were the result of tsunami created by the Lisbon earthquake of 1755 (Banerjee et 

al 2001). Storm surges are thought to be short-wavelength phenomena whereas 

tsunamis have very long wavelengths, and while storm surges cause beach erosion and 

deposit coarse clastic detritus, tsunamis are constructive waves and are associated with 

the deposition of large volumes of sand (ibid). 

In addition to the present site, deep deposits of sand have been recorded at other sites 

on high points of St Martin’s as well as at more low-lying sites. At the site of Knackyboy 

Carn, approximately 300m east-north-east of the study area (NGR SV 92360 15860), 

test pits revealed layers of windblown sand, in some areas over 2.2m deep overlying an 

earlier land surface. The distribution of the sand deposits suggested that the material 

was carried up on to the summit by high winds and deposited at the top of the slope as 

turbulence reduces the wind speed and its carrying capacity (Mulville et al 2007). 

During a watching brief on the site of a new chalet at Sandy Lane, Middle Town St 

Martin’s layers of sand 1.5m deep with dark bands representing vegetation horizons 

were recorded (Sawyer 2011) while a recent watching brief on the site of the new 

Community Centre, approximately 350m north-east of the study area,  recorded layers 

of loose sand with a cumulative depth of 0.8m overlying firm dark brown sandy clay 

0.15m deep which in turn overlay the natural bedrock which was weathered and 

decayed granite (Johns and Sawyer 2012). 

Although no archaeological features or finds were revealed during the current watching 

brief there is potential for well-preserved archaeological sites to survive below the sand 

in other parts of the island. 
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Fig 1 Map of St Martin’s showing the location of the development site. 

 

Fig 2 The development site. 

The development site 
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Fig 3 One of the foundation trenches, showing the depth of sand. 

 

Fig 4 Overview of the building site. 
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Appendix 1 Written Scheme of Investigation  
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