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Project Summary

Theexisence of medieval pottery in Tresco Channel has been known for some ti2@11n
a local diver (Dave McBride) recovered a quantity of medieval pottery from around yacht
moorings in the channel and brought it to the attention of CISMAS. This pottery was of
French origin andhitially dated tothe fourteenth century Later that yearCISMA&nd
Promareundertook a survey of the seabed in this area and recovered over 250 sherds of
pottery. This again was mainly French (Saintoyaeg after careful study was also date
largelyto the late 13"/ early 14" century. The pottery distribtion was mapped and shows
a distinct concentration around two of the mooring buoys.

It seems likely that this pottery is being removed from the seabed sediments by the action
of the mooring chains scouring the surface of the seabed. The narrow date rasgeted

origin and confined geographical location of this pottery suggest a single event leading to its
deposition. The most likely event would seem to be a medieval shipwoetkhere are

other possibilities

Given the date assigned to the pottengcovered, any associated wreck material would be
of great importance to our understanding of maritime Scilly, and any surviving hull structure
would be of national importance given the scarcity of wrecks of this period in the UK.

In 2013 CISMASIIl undettake small exploratory excavations in the areasused by the
two mooring chains; this work has ée commissioned by English Hage.The aim is to
establish the source dhe pottery and to determine whethehere is any surviving
associated wreck striare.
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Background

Location

1 500 m

Fig1l.
The site is locateih Tresco Channel, between tistands of Tresco andyBier, on the Isles of Scilljhe site is
shown by the blue circle.
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The Site

Tresco Channel is a narrow stretch of water betwéheislands of Tresco and Bryher in the Isles of

Scilly(fig. 1) There is a small harbour time Trescaside of the channekalledNew Grimsbywhich

lies close to the sited00m). The channel is defended by small coastal forts (on Tresco) of multiple
periods,whichlie approximately 350m) from the site. The earliest of these is a small blockhouse

built in 15481554,whichwas replaced by N2 Y ¢ Gabtle @ee cover illustration) built in 1651 and
enlarged inthe mid-18th century. Orslightly highea N2 dzy R 1 62 @3S / NRBYg St t Qa / I :
NHzZA Y SR OAGAE 41 NJ I NI At S NEnid3Iih2endihEentAAll thesé¢ K1 NI Sa Qa
defences were designed to protect the deep water approach to New Grimsby Harbour.

Fig2.
Tresco Bannel fromtle northy/ N2 Y3 Sttt Qa /FadtS Aa O NbeAstiddf Trestoisioi S OSy i
the left,and Bryhe ison the right¢ photo S@rala Shama

Shipping activity in medieval Scilly is mentionedyomas, 1985.200)&Scattered references hint

that, in thetwelfth and thirteenth centuries, ships from many parts of Atlantic Europe called at
{OAff@d ¢KSNB IINB FNIIYSyida 2F CNBYOK LRt &aOKNRYSES
Teart @
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Local Context St Nicholas Priory, Tresco

The Abbey Gardens on Tresco contain the ruins of a monastic settlement. This was the priory of St
Nicholas, a cell of the Benedictine Abbey of Tavistock, in Devon.
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Fig. 3. The remains of the abbey church on Tresco estiord 756 by William Borlase

In 1114 all the religious houses on Scilly came under the control of Tavistock Abbey, together with

all wrecks except whole shifdohns et al., 2004, p.18owley, 1968, p.3® { i bAOK2f  aQ t NJ
established on the island of Tresco. The priory was granted rights of wredkahlesand much

wrangledover assetvhich would only have any value if wreck was a reasonably common event.

There is surprisingllittle known about the abbey on Tresawm record of its dissolution survives,

and it may have already ceased to function by 1@838wley, 1968, p.39)

There is some evidence that the abbey was involved with foreagetrThe 18 centuryOrkneyinga
Sagatells how an early 12century VikingSveinAseifarsonrobbed a merchant ship belonging to
the Monks of ScillfOrme, 2010)This example of a monastic house engaging in shipping is by n
means unique; another documented example ovided byBeaulieu Abbey in Hampshire, who
owned their own shipLa Stellen 1269(Ransley et al., 2011, p.247)

The &bey may welhavehadlinkswith foreigntrade, andfurther background research may yield
useful information.
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Potteryin Tresco Channel

Theexisence of medieval pottery in Tres€annel has been known for some tinla.2001 Mac
Mace, a mooring contractor in Scjligformed one of the authors (Kevin Catge)that greenglazed
pottery was often found in Tresco Chanaeldwas mostly French in origiA. diveat the timeonly
revealedsmall, isolated fragments of green glazed pottery. Ahghaeological Divingnit (ADU)
investigated the site in 2@but they did not take the matter anfurther. Thepottery is also
mentioned in the Rapid Coastal Zone Assessment for the Isles ofXdilig et al., 2004, p.123)

A dgnificant quantity of French medieval pottery (mainlyiStonge) in material recovered from
excavations undertaken as part of the electrification of Scilly is of interest, as this type of pottery is
often seen as high status and the inhabitants of Scilly would seem unlikely owners of high status
pottery (Ratcliffe, 1991)Saintonge is a small region on the French Atlantic seaboard, from whence
pottery was widely exported in the medieval period, although this type is relatively rare on the
Cornish mainland. This possibly betokens dinearitime trade between Scilly and France rather

than transhipment via Cornwalind isan important part ofthe maritime heritageof Scilly

Pottery is one of the few trade items which survive well in archaeological contexts, and it is probable

that it arrived as part of other, more perishable cargos. For instance in the mediaeval period wine is

an important trade item, but other items such as pottery often accompanidénsley et al., 2011,

p.273) Only small quatities of wine were produced in England and wine was imported, principally

from Bordeaux. It was a high status commodity mainly consumed by the church and nobility. The
YSFadz2NB 2F | aKALIQ& OF LI OAlGe ¢ a Ay TFrethnis RSNADSF
(c.252 gallons) which a ship could cgRansley et al., 2011)

Further evidence of trade links with France is exhibited by the presence of Caen Limestone reported
in the fabric of the abbey church on Tresco andhim buildings on St HelefRatcliffe, 1991, p.93)
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Previous Work

More recently pottery has been recovered in considerable quantities (53 piec281]) by David
McBride a local dive charter boat skippérhis has ben recovered from a relatively small areaX.

m diameter circl¢ and appears to have been pulled from the seabed sediments by the action of a
mooring chainln June 2011a concentration of animal bonegsfound about 20m from the
concentration of potéry, and eight jaw bones, probably porcinesre recovered.

s ‘
Fig4. Some of the pottery collected by Dave McBride in Z8d4le 10cmg photo Dave McBride

John Allan has seen some of the pottery recovereddyeMcBrideand reports that much of isi
French (mainly Saintonge) dated to c.1300AD (John Allarcper$

Fig5
One of the jaw bones recovered by
Dave McBride in 2011

Photo Dave McBride
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ProjectObjectives

The primary objective is to search the seabed in the area around the recent pottery recovered by

Dave McBride to determine its extent and distribution. By mapfieglocation of each piece of

pottery, it should be possible tdetermine whethetthe pottery scatter ha a focus or isandonly

distributed The pottery will be recovered so that the date range and origin can be determined.

Any anchorage will accumulatketritus jettisoned from the vessels at anchay a multiperiod

scatter of material can usually be expected. However, if there is a concentration of material from a

single periobr a small and wefllefined locationi KSy |y WS@Sy (i QhulddazOK | & |
indicated. The concentration &aintongepottery recovered by DavielcBride and the significant

jdzt yGAGASE NBO2GSNBR FTNRY (K SaydbéirsiCativaldf Sithei®@ OF 6 S
wreck event ok perhaps- regular visits to Scillpy vessels trading with France.

Given the éurteenth-century date assigned to the pottery recovered by Dave McBaidg

associated wreck material would be of great importance to our understanding of maritime Scilly, and
any surviving hull structure wadilbe of national importance given the scarcity of wrecks of this

period in the UK.
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Methods

The Searches

The site is overlaid by line of yacht mooring buoys administeregthe Tresco Estate. This is the

reason the2011survey was undertaken in Octob&hen the moorings woulbe free of visiting

yachts. The search started at the location discovered by Dave McBride and worked outwards until no
more greenglazed pottery was found. Each search was centred on a shot line (or mooring buoy), the
position of which was fixed usingositionsfrom aGPSeceiver

Fig6
Diagram illustrating the circular search
method used

Standarddiverssurface marker buoySMB reels wereused as distance lineshdse were marked at
1m intervalsas shown in fig7 below. The distance line was attached to the shot lineabove the
seabedand a circular search was conducted by two divers. The divers were positioned along the
distance line such that the innermost diver could clearly see the shot and the outermost diver. The
spacing between divers varied depending on visbility, but wasusuallytwo to three metres. Once

a complete circle had been searchéuke divers extended the distance line and continued with the
next circle. A maximum search radius of 25m was used

Fig7. The SMB reel and markings (from the top dp@m, 3m, 5m and 12m
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When an artefact was locatethe position was recorded by noting the distance to the shot (using

the marked distance line) and thackdo S NAy 3 (2 (GKS aK2d o0dzaAy3 | RAC
allowed the positionstobe pldtR dzA Ay 3 {AGS wSO2 NR@NdRthod bl RA | £ LJ2 ¢
searching for and plottingrtefactswas develped on previous CISMAS proje@s]etailed

description of the method is outlined {€amidge et al., 2008 amidge & Randall, 2009)

Subsequent circular searches were carefully positioned to slightly overlap adjacent circles so that a
complete coverage of the search area was obtainedjfig
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Fig8 Left shows the positioof the search areasnd right the layout of the circular searches. The yacht
mooring buoys are shown as blue circles.

In total, elevencircularand threejackstaysearchesvere made, each seardieinggiven a unique
number and plotted in Site RecordeFhe total area searched was approximately 6080m

Fig.9 Divers conducting a circular search. Photos Sharon Austin
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Survey Methodology

Primary positioning &s done using a Garmin 76C WAshSbled hantield GPS receiverith an
estimated precisiomf 4m (95%). All positions were given on the WGS84 datum with grid positions
on UTM Zone 29.

Positioning of the circular searches was planned around the estimated positions for the mooring
buoys and the area of seabed scoured by the mooring chainsinifiaésearches were done using
the mooring blocks as the centre point while later searches were done using a shot line deployed
from the surface at a preefined location.

[ L]

Fig10. Survey methodology.

Artefactswere positioned using radial measurents back to a central shot linelhe precision of a
hand-held magnetic compass is in the order 6f#hich equates to a position uncertainty of 1.8m at
20m. The estimated precision of absolute position for any artefact is better than 6m, but in bests t
results were better as the same object could be positioned from two independent searches to within
2m.
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Finds Handling

All finds were placed into preumbered mingrip bags on the seabed. Finds positioning was
achieved by taking a distance and begrto the centre of the circular search (mooring buoy or shot
line). The centre of the search was established using a GPS receiver.

Pottery

The pottery was recovered to the surface. It was then photographed using a digital SLR camera
(Nikon D70wnith 60mmmicro Nkkor lens). The pottery was desalinated in fresh running water for
approximately four weeks until readings of the dissolved solids in the water showed no change over
the fresh tap wateused to wash itThe pottery was then marked and bagghkdtotal, 264 sherds of
pottery were recovered.

Bone

The bone was recovered at the same time and in the same way as the pottery. At the surface the
bone was photographed (separately to the pottery). The bone was reburied on site at the end of the
project in asmall hole c. 0.45m deep at positi680293.267E 5537442.734Ntotal of 91 pieces

of bone were recordedecies identificatioawere made from the bone photographs artllis

faunal reportisincluded inAppendix Il below
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Results

Treasure Found (a bag of loot)

During one of the searches (TC11) a large sports bag was laratbd seabedt 690288E
5537449N (UTM WGS84). The bag contained a number of bottles of alcohol, about £28l0 #md

a charity collection box. This was handed over to the local police swpect thathe money had
beenstolen from Bryher Churabarlierin the summer. Richard Larn was a guest on the dive boat
that day andsubsequentlynformed the local press of the find. This resulted in several amusing
stories in thenational andocal pessc including the headlinél.oothunting divers stumble across
real stolen treasurein the Western Morning NewdAs is often the casarchaeologistmay be
somewhat dismayed at the spin the press put on stories of their discoveneshuntingis pehaps

a little pejorative, bustumbleacrosss downright insulting when painstaking systematic searching
was the means of discovery.

Figll
The pictures which appearédthe Western Morning
News and The Cornishman.

Above Lindsey Thomas with some of the alcahate
/I NeYsgSttQa /+adtsS Ay {(KS

Belowleft RichardLarn poses with the charity box whil
the finder, Peter Holt, looks on in the background

BelowRight PC Matt Collier with the bag of loot
Photo Peter Holt
Photos Dave McBride
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Distribution of the finds

Fig 12

Distribution of the
pottery. The mooring
buoys are shown in blue

The site is located within a line of mooring buaytsich are evely spaced at 33m intervaldhe four
mooring buoys shown above were positioned using a GPS recdiveir positions are as follows:

No PositionUTM (WGS84)

005 690295.484E 5537424.112N
006 690270.771E 5537445.489N
007 690258.909E 5537476.620N
008 69011.926E 5537395.295N
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