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

Cornwall Archaeological Unit for Cornwall Council during capital dredging works in 

Penzance Harbour between October 2014 and April 2015 as a condition of the dredging 

licence issued by the Marine Management Organisation. 

The dredging works was divided into three zones:  

Zone 1: this zone was inside the harbour and was dredged to improve access to Albert 

Pier.  The results of an initial desk-based assessment indicated that dredging in this 

zone was unlikely to have impacts on submerged peat deposits but could affect other 

archaeological remains, including those relating to the medieval harbour. 

Zone 2: this zone was inside the harbour and was dredged to improve access to 

Lighthouse Pier and the wet dock. The results of the desk-based assessment indicated 

that dredging in this zone was unlikely to have impacts on submerged peat deposits but 

could affect other archaeological remains, including those relating to the medieval 

harbour. 

Zone 3: this zone lies at the approach to Penzance Harbour and was dredged to 

improve access to the harbour. The results of the desk-based assessment indicated that 

dredging in this zone was unlikely to have impacts on submerged peat deposits but 

could affect other archaeological remains, including those relating to the medieval 

harbour. 

A protocol for reporting finds of archaeological interest was adopted during the 

dredging closely following the British Marine Aggregate Producers Association and 

English Heritage Protocol (Wessex Archaeology 2005) with monitoring visits by CAU. 

No palaeoenvironmental deposits or other archaeological remains were identified during 

the dredging. The only finds were two anchors were recovered during the dredging, one 

of these was late 20th century in date and the second probably dates to the period 

1860‒1940. 
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Fig 1 Location map. 

 

Fig 2 Plan of Penzance Harbour dredging area. 
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2 Introduction 

2.1 Project background 

A licence for capital dredging works in Penzance Harbour (Fig 1) was issued by the 

Marine Management Organisation (MMO) to Cornwall Council on 11 September 2013 

(Licence Number L/2013/00287).  

In a letter from Nick Russell, Assistant Inspector of Ancient Monuments to the MMO 

Case Officer Siobhan Sherry dated 19 July 2013, English Heritage (now Historic 

England) had advised that the proposal should be accepted subject to the conditions 

that the following measures be put in place prior to project initiation: 

 A Written Scheme of Investigation that addresses the revised dredge and 

disposal area is to be agreed with English Heritage; 

 An Archaeological Reporting Protocol for discoveries that specifies 

responsibilities for all parties.  

Consequently, the Cornwall Archaeological Unit (CAU) was commissioned by Cornwall 

Council to prepare a Written Scheme of Investigation — WSI (Appendix 1) and 

Archaeological Reporting Protocol for archaeological recording (Appendix 2) and to 

carry out a programme of archaeological recording during the dredging works. 

Preparation of the WSI was guided by discussions with Nick Russell and Vanessa 

Straker, Science Adviser, English Heritage. 

 

2.2 Aims 

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. 

 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 and prehistoric occupation 

of the Penzance Harbour area from any archaeological deposits and remains 

encountered. 

 The obtain palaeoenvironmental material which could be analysed and dated, 

which would help characterize past environments. 

 To further our knowledge of the Mounts Bay prior to its submergence in the 

Neolithic period. 

 

2.3 Methods 

2.3.1 Desk–based assessment 

During the desk-based assessment historical databases and archives were consulted in 

order to obtain information about the history of the site and the structures and features 

that were likely to survive. The main sources consulted were as follows: 

 Cornwall HER 

 Images of England online listed buildings database 

 Early maps and photographs (see Section 8.1)  

 Published histories (see Section 8.2) 
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2.3.2 Fieldwork 

The dredging was divided into three areas Zone 1, Zone 2 and Zone 3 (Fig 2)  

Zone 1: This zone was inside the harbour and was dredged to improve access to Albert 

Pier with a capital dredge of -0.9m CD maintained to -0.6m CD, the volume of material  

removed was 10264 cubic metres. 

Zone 2: This zone is inside the harbour and was dredged to improve access to 

Lighthouse Pier and the wet dock with a capital dredge depth -2.5m CD, the volume of 

material removed was 19206 cubic metres. 

Zone 3: This zone lies at the approach to Penzance Harbour and was dredged to 

improve access to the harbour with a capital dredge depth -2.5m CD, the volume of 

material removed was 5286 cubic metres. 

It was considered that the dredging was unlikely to have impacts on submerged peat 

deposits (see below Sections 4 and 5) but could affect other archaeological remains, 

including those relating to the medieval harbour or wrecks sites, therefore an 

archaeological watching brief and adoption of an Archaeological Reporting Protocol for 

archaeological recording during the dredging works was recommended. 

The CAU project manager visited the dredging vessel on 31 October 2014, at the 

commencement of dredging, to inspect the method of working and the potential for 

archaeological screening and to liaise with the skipper of the dredging vessel, machine 

drivers and site workers with regard to the identification of artefactual and 

palaeoenvironmental material. Subsequently CAU monitored the dredging on a regular 

basis (Figs 3 and 4). 

A protocol for reporting finds of archaeological interest was adopted (see Appendix 2), 

closely following the British Marine Aggregate Producers Association and English 

Heritage Protocol (Wessex Archaeology 2005). The Contractor 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. The Poster accompanying the 

Protocol was posted in a prominent position in the Contractor’s site accommodation. 

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

dredging the operator was to comply with the Protocol and ensure that the discovery 

was reported to the Marine Management Organisation, Cornwall Council’s Maritime 

Team, English Heritage and the Cornwall Council Historic Environment Planning Advice 

Officer. 

In the event that organic sediment, peat or submerged forest remains were recovered 

during the dredging work would cease and the CAU project manager would report the 

findings immediately to the Marine Management Organisation, Cornwall Council’s 

Maritime Team, English Heritage and the Cornwall Council Historic Environment 

Planning Advice Officer in order that an appropriate mitigation strategy could be 

agreed. 

 

2.3.3 Post-fieldwork 

During this phase the results of the fieldwork were collated for archiving. This involved 

the indexing of site drawings and photographs and completion of the Historic 

England/ADS OASIS online archive index. 

The main output from the project is this report. 

 

 

3 Location and setting 
The area of the capital lies within Penzance Harbour and the approaches to it on the 

south coast of Cornwall centred at NGR 14775 30190 (Figs 1 and 2).  
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Fig 4 Tidying up alongside Albert Pier (photo: Kevin Camidge). 

 

Fig 3 The dredger in Penzance 

Harbour (photo: Kevin 
Camidge). 
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4 Site history and previous work 
The earliest notice of a pier at Penzance is in 1512 when it was 'considerably improved'. 

A new pier was constructed in 1766 and extended in 1785, and in 1842 the northern 

pier was begun. Construction of the dock was started in 1878 (Cornwall and Scilly HER 

— MCO4176). 

Numerous geotechnical reports and assessments relating to the proposed regeneration 

of Penzance harbour have been produced during the last decade including an 

Environmental Statement (Hyder Consulting (UK) Ltd 2005) and a subsequent 

palaeoenvironmental and geoarchaeological assessment. This was undertaken to 

further define archaeologically important peat deposits found in and adjacent to the 

dredge area, as well as to identify their value, and any possible mitigation that might 

be required prior to any construction activity (Wessex Archaeology 2006). 

The 2006 Assessment reviewed the historic geotechnical data available within the 

Penzance Harbour area and identified 41 sample locations of archaeological interest. 

The sediments were provisionally identified as silts, clays, peats and organic material 

relating to Holocene palaeolandscapes (post-18,000 years BP) (Wessex Archaeology 

2006, 6). 

In relation to Penzance Harbour itself, a layer of peat was identified in a vibrocore 

taken approximately 35m from the end of Lighthouse Pier (WA3) a depth of c 1.5m to 

2m below the seabed. A peat layer was also identified in core WA11 which correlated 

to the depth of the peat contained in WA3 (i.e., at 1.05m to 1.08m below the seabed), 

but was located some 450m to the north east and separated from WA3 by a 

palaeochannel which contained a silt/clay layer but no peat (Camm 1999; Wessex 

Archaeology 2006, 7). In general the sequences showed that the peat occurs above 

clay/silt layers which overlie bedrock. The peat is overlain by sand and shingle. 

It was not clear how far the peat recorded in WA3 extended to the north and south. 

However, it was thought to be a possibly relatively isolated occurrence and that it may 

indicate a former intertidal zone or coastal saltmarsh along the bank of a former river 

evidenced by the palaeochannel. A similar coastal landscape on its opposite side is 

evidenced by the peat in WA11 (Wessex Archaeology 2006, 7). 

Peat was subsequently found in vibrocore VC7A located about 100m NNE of WA3 

which apparently contained some of the same Holocene sequence found in the WA3 

bulk samples. A Late Mesolithic radiocarbon date, 4960–4770 cal BC (NZA-25945; 

6000±35 BP) was obtained from the base of the peat in VC7A at a depth of -7.22m 

OD. Three Late Mesolithic radiocarbon dates were also obtained from a bulk sample 

from WA3 (Wessex Archaeology 2006, 13). 

No further occurrences of peat were recorded in three other cores which were drilled on 

the foreshore or within Penzance Harbour (WA1, WA2 and WA16) (Wessex 

Archaeology 2006, 7). 

For the 2005 Environmental Statement a marine geophysical survey — sidescan sonar, 

sub-bottom profiler and single beam bathymetry – was carried out by Wessex 

Archaeology which covered the new proposed dredging Zone 3. The geophysical survey 

found no features of potential archaeological interest in Zone 3 (Hyder Consulting (UK) 

Ltd 2005, 13-24). 

Only one wreck site was identified in the vicinity of the dredge area - an ex-Navy 

pinnace which ran aground in 1971. The vessel was refloated and towed towards 

Penzance but sank near the entrance to the harbour – however, this site has been lifted 

or removed from the recent Admiralty Charts for Penzance and the sidescan sonar did 

not reveal any anomalies at this location (Hyder Consulting (UK) Ltd 2005, 13-29). 

During the severe storms of February 2014 tree trunks and peat deposits associated 

with a submerged forest were exposed on the foreshore of Mount’s Bay (Fig 5). This 

submerged forest has been exposed a number of times in the past, particularly after 

winter storms. There was a notable exposure in 18757 recorded by William Borlase and 

an even more extensive one in 1886 which was photographed by Gibson. Wood 
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samples were taken at that time by the Royal Geological Society of Cornwall and in 

1958 radiocarbon determination was obtained from a piece of oak (Thomas 1985, 281‒

2, figs 125 and 126). The radiocarbon determination has been calibrated using OxCal 

4.2. The result is 2469‒1665 cal BC (BM-29; 3656±150 BP) at the 95.4% per cent 

confidence level which broadly speaking spans the Early Bronze age.  

 

 

Fig 5 Part of the submerged forest exposed by winter storms at Chyandour, Mount’s 

Bay in February 2014 (photo: Cornwall Council) 

 

5 Potential impacts 
Figure 2 shows a plan of the Penzance Harbour capital dredging zones overlaid on a 

map showing the location of vibrocores from the 2006 assessment by Wessex 

Archaeology. Table 1 shows dredge depths in relation to the vibrocore locations. 

The dredging in Zone 1 was considered unlikely to have impacts on peat deposits but 

could have impacted upon other archaeological remains, including those relating to the 

medieval harbour.   

The dredging in Zone 2 was unlikely to have impacts on peat deposits but could have 

affected other archaeological remains, including those relating to the medieval harbour. 

The surface of the peat recorded by Wessex in WA3 is at -6.40m OD  and in VC7A is -

5.95m OD, which meant that even assuming a dredging tolerance of 0.5m these 

deposits would not be disturbed by the dredging to depth of -5.55m OD (-2.5m CD) in 

Zone 3 (Table 1). The dredging could, however, affect other archaeological remains, 

including those relating to the medieval harbour and wreck remains. 
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Vibrocore 
location 

Sea bed 

(below CD) 

m. 

Dredge level 
(below CD) 

m. 

Depth of 
dredge (below 
existing) 

m. 

Depth of 
feature 
(below 

existing) 

m. 

WA3 2.4 2.5 0.2 ~ 0.0 (see 
sec 1.1 ch 220) 

1.5 

WA11 2.4 (or deeper) Nil, but 2.5 near 
zone 3 

0.1 – 0.0 (off 
plan) 

1.05 

VC7A 1.7 2.5 0.7 (see sec 2.2 
ch 220) 

2.27 

Table 1 Dredge depths in relation to vibrocore locations (Steve Kelleher). 

 

6 Archaeological results 
No palaeoenvironmental deposits or other archaeological remains were identified during 

the dredging. Two finds were reported and these were both large anchors. 

6.1 Anchor 1 

While dredging was in progress to the east of the harbour entrance an iron anchor was 

observed on 14 November 2014 lying on a pallet at the eastern end of the north arm of 

the floating harbour (Fig 6). No precise original location for the anchor was given, but 

the Harbourmaster indicated that the anchor was found within a 75m radius of the 

location indicated above on Figure 2. 

 

Fig 6 Anchor 1 after recovery lying on the north arm of the floating harbour.            

Scale = 1m (photo: Kevin Camidge). 

The anchor is of the modern stockless type, and the moderate corrosion and light 

concretion of sand on its surface would suggest that it has been in the water for a 

relatively short time (probably less than 30 years). The Harbourmaster was not aware 

of any vessel which had recently lost an anchor. The Sea King, which was stationed at 

Penzance, lost an anchor to the east of Low Lee Ledges some five years ago (about a 
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mile to the west of the harbour). Although the design of the stockless anchor originates 

from the nineteenth century, the style of this anchor suggests that it was manufactured 

in the second half of the twentieth century. 

6.2 Anchor 2 

While dredging was in progress to the east of the harbour entrance, a second iron 

anchor was recovered. The anchor was observed on 4 December 2014 lying on a pallet 

at the eastern end of the north arm of the floating harbour (Fig 7). No precise original 

location for the anchor was given, but the Harbourmaster indicated that the anchor was 

found within a 75m radius of the location indicated above on Figure 2. 

The anchor is of a type introduced in the 1860s, the Martin’s Patent Self-canting 

Anchor. A considerable number of improved anchor designs were introduced in the mid 

nineteenth century, but the Martin was one of the first to achieve widespread use. The 

Martin Anchor was approved by the Admiralty and patented in 1864. It remained in 

service until the 1940s. The Martin Anchor underwent a number of ‘improvements’ – for 

example the Wright’s Improved Martin Self-canting Anchor of 1892. The anchor 

recovered from Penzance is of the original ‘unimproved’ type so was probably 

manufactured in the late nineteenth or early twentieth centuries. 

The anchor has a moderate coating of corrosion products (concretion), which indicates 

that the anchor has been in the water for some time – probably at least 50 years. It 

also has a short length of un-studded chain still attached (see Fig 7). The tip of one of 

the flukes (palm) has been broken off – this could have occurred during the working life 

of the anchor rather than during its recovery. 

 

 

Fig 7 Anchor 1 after recovery lying on the north arm of the floating harbour.            

Scale = 1m. 

 

7 Conclusions/discussion 
Although the results of the watching brief during the Penzance Harbour capital dredging 

works were limited, the project entailed the development and implementation of a 

methodology for undertaking archaeological recording during marine dredging which 

will be of benefit in future projects of this type. The anchors were disposed of by the 

Harbourmaster and will probably be reused. 
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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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