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The archaeological revision of the Isles of Scilly, 1978 

Norman Quinnell 1 

Prior to 1978 the whole of the Isles of Scilly had been published by the Ordnance 
Survey at the scale of 1:2500 (25 inches to 1 mile). The initial surveys of the 1880s 
had last been revised in 1906, apart from a little in 1958. In 1978 the OS decided 
that even if the main islands were to be revised at 1:2500, only the areas of Hugh 
Town and Old Town would be so published; everything else would be at 
1:10,000 as the largest scale. 

 The Scillonian project would necessitate a field section of a half dozen 
surveyors who, with air photo assistance, would update all field boundaries, 
houses, roads, paths and other features, applying the normal OS descriptions as 
required. The archaeology would be dealt with by an Archaeology Branch 
section, although by 1978 there were some within the OS hierarchy who 
considered archaeology an anachronism and unnecessary expense. The South 
West section (me, John Barton and Nick Attrill) would break off from the 
archaeological survey of Dartmoor which had been under way for two months 
and go to Scilly. 

 At the end of January I was called in to the OS Regional Office in Bristol. 
Their sole responsibility to us was to supply stores such as stationery and tapes 
and to pay our expenses (other than salaries). For all other control, movements 
and other decisions about fieldwork, we came under Archaeology Branch at 
Southampton. Bristol informed me that they had calculated there were fewer than 
fifty archaeological sites on Scilly and we could deal with them in less than three 
weeks. Therefore we would not be included in the office accommodation that 
would be found for the other field surveyors, who would be on Scilly for about 
six months. Furthermore expenses would be paid for residing on St Mary’s but 
not on other islands. Their basis for the fifty sites was looking at the old two-and-
a-half inch map; there had been no consultation with Archaeology Branch which 
had done the primary recording and prepared all the material to be sent to us. 
The estimates were ludicrous and to be allowed only to reside on St Mary’s would 
clearly limit the working day on other islands. 

 At Archaeology Branch, Southampton, Arthur Clarke was in charge of all the 
Field Sections of the country. He rightly decided that since the OS would never 
undertake another survey of Scilly, all our surveys would be based on the 
obsolescent 1:2500 plans for archive purposes and re-penned at a reduced scale 
on the 1:10,000 maps supplied to the other surveyors. These were specially 
prepared air photo transcriptions. 

                                       

1 A brief biography of Norman Quinnell (28 May 1925-13 April 2008) will be found as an end-
note to this article (which has been abridged with the permission of the Cornish 
Archaeological Society and Henrietta Quinnell from a paper written by Quinnell and 
published post-mortem in Cornish Archaeology, vol 48-9, 2009-10, 227-41). 
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Starting work 
On Tuesday 14 February we arrived at Penzance and collected the boxes of maps 
and records, compiled by the Archaeology Branch Recording section, which 
awaited us at the Post Office. A scan of this material that evening revealed that 
nearly three hundred sites had been recorded for investigation. We boarded the 
Scillonian on 15 February with our minimal equipment and met the other half- 
dozen surveyors who had already loaded their office furniture, including tables, 
chairs and filing cabinets. Their office was to be a disused flat in part of the 
Secondary School on St Mary’s; their residential accommodation had been 
arranged close to the School. We had found ours in advance, a hotel somewhat 
inconveniently a mile and a half from Hugh Town, a temporary expedient. 

 Clearly our stay would be protracted. We would need to be in Hugh Town 
for boats, and for cheaper accommodation since the OS would only pay hotel 
rates for a very limited period; thereafter it was a ‘lodging allowance’. Our arrival 
was greeted with a few days of bad weather. It allowed time to plan our own 
campaign of investigation but highlighted the need for an  ‘office’ of our own to 
work from, and in, especially during the evenings since normal working hours 
would not apply. 

 A meeting with the Island’s Executive Officer was surprisingly fruitful. 
Explaining the position that Archaeology field staff were deemed  ‘quick moving’ 
by the OS, and not entitled to office accommodation, I pointed out that, unlike 

Norman Quinnell surveying a ring cairn in Devonshire, 1982 
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the Field Surveyors’ flat that was presumably rented by the OS, there would be no 
payment for any room which might be offered to us, but that anything would be 
most welcome. We were told to return the following day when something would 
be arranged. Thus we were given a room in the Secondary School. Normally used 
for music practice, the room was large with a view over Porth Mellon beach. 
Initially empty, the school caretaker allowed us to rummage in a basement for 
disused tables, chairs, and even two desk lamps. So by 20 February we had our  
‘office’ with keys that allowed access out of school hours. I have always been 
grateful for the understanding and assistance afforded by the authorities. 

 All OS staff on Scilly had agreed that to return home at weekends was 
pointless. There was not enough time and the cost would be prohibitive. 
Generally there would be continuous working for three or four weeks and then 
ten or twelve days away, of which two would be travelling days. Nick Attrill lived 
near Plymouth, John Barton near Winchester while I was near Highbridge, 
Somerset. With personal preferences, a system developed whereby absences 
became staggered so that usually two would be working while one was away. 

 Within a month we had found long-term bed and breakfast accommodation 
in different parts of Hugh Town and had established a routine. We met at the 
office at 8am. If working on St Mary’s we would collect the day’s work and get 
the bus to the nearest point. If working on the off islands, we would write up 
notes of the previous day before joining the boat queues at 10 – 10.30am. We 
returned to the office at about 4.30pm and, apart from a meal break between 6.30 
and 7.30pm, remained there until 9.30pm, writing reports and penning surveys. 
The OS had issued a deadline of 31 July when all staff would leave, so, to 
complete our work, a 12-hour day seemed imperative, though, of course, there 
was no recompense for the extra hours. 

 During February and March field work was confined to St Mary’s. There was 
poor weather and cancellations and irregularities to the inter-island boat services 
would result in time lost. Wet weather afforded the opportunity for further 
research at the Museum and its library. While the Archaeology Branch had a fine 
library of national journals and books it did not extend to many localised or rare 
ones. (It had always been the policy of the South West Section to research in 
museums and libraries when facilities and time allowed). Books were borrowed 
from the island library and that of the Museum, while the latter’s accessions were 
also recorded. As a result, more than one hundred additional items were noted 
for investigation, apart from further information on some previously recorded. 
Perhaps the most rewarding source was Troutbeck’s Survey of the ancient and 
present state of the Scilly Islands (1794), with its wealth of detail on Civil War 
fortifications. 

 Archaeology Branch numbered sites consecutively within the relevant OS six-
inch (or subsequent 1:10,000) sheet, but a single number could relate to an 
isolated cairn, for example, or a group of thirty. The latter case would necessitate 
sub-letters to accompany individual grid references. For each site the research at 
headquarters (or in the field) was written as brief but fairly comprehensive notes 
on specially designed forms. To these the field investigator added his report and, 
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perhaps, photographs. When a large number of sites had been completed, the 
forms were returned to Archaeology Branch where the reports were edited and 
typed onto index cards. Surveys for publication were given a descriptive name 
and passed to the draftsmen of the map production department. Other large-scale 
surveys, made for archive purposes, were retained by Archaeology Branch. Some 
sites would go into the record but not be published, particularly those of 
destroyed monuments and the findspots of artefacts. 

 Survey equipment was the normal individual issue of a drawing board on 
which to tape or pin survey plans, tape measures, an optical square and a 
camera. Usually one carried a few one-metre bamboo canes to use as markers. 
For the section as a whole there was one plane table and tripod with non-
telescopic legs. This was guaranteed to cause problems when being carried on 
and off crowded boats and therefore infrequently used. With a haversack 
containing survey items, a notebook, a file comprising all recorded information 
and perhaps air photographs, lunch and drink, one was well loaded. 

 

 
Figure 1 : an OS ‘495’2 record card with a survey by Norman Quinnell of one of a 
number of entrance graves and cairns on the eastern slope of South Hill, Samson, 
surveyed in June 1978.  
(PRN 7081.03) (© Crown copyright. Reproduced courtesy of the National Monument Record) 

 
 It was evident that the off islands required priority treatment. From the time 

of landing to that of collection on the last return boat there would only be a 

                                       

2 The Record Card (also called a  ‘495’ because of its OS form number) would go into the 
archaeology index, with a copy being sent to the relevant county Sites and Monuments 
Register. Additional cards in the Archaeology Branch might include site photographs and 
large-scale plans produced during field work. 
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maximum of five hours available for field work, and that would usually include 
an hour of walking. Then there was the matter of bracken which starts early in 
the year and grows rapidly to an alarming height, particularly on the uninhabited 
islands. Most days there were services to Tresco, St Agnes and St Martin’s, but 
Samson, Tean, St Helen’s and to some extent Bryher were dependent upon tides 
and the economics of demand – not enough passengers, no trip. For the lesser 
islands, Annet, Northwethel and others, we would need to hire a boat ourselves 
and, since those locations necessitated jumping off the boat, good calm seas were 
required. Work on St Mary’s was relegated to times when boat services were 
cancelled and when weather was dull and misty; also, as daylight hours 
lengthened, field work could be extended into the evenings. 

 Each surveyor was allotted a complete island, if small, or an area of a large 
one, with perhaps ten sites to investigate and survey. This could represent a few 
days’ work, since a single site number might consist of twenty or more cairns or 
five hundred metres of fortification. The surveys would be on the relevant 1:2500 
plans but, considering the time factors, if the surveyor deemed it appropriate for 
archaeological records, he was free to do additional itemised surveys at a much 
larger scale; for example, 1:100 or 1:250. Once the initial area was completed, an 
adjacent one was taken up. The penning of surveys and the reports were 
undertaken in the evenings or on wet days. Rarely did two persons work together 
(with the difficulties of survey), and mostly they were on different islands. 
Everyone had a log book for the details of each day’s work. This would include 
the island, boat fare, and the number of the site or sites surveyed or the kilometre 
square in which they fell. The time devoted to evening penning would also be 
noted, simply for the record as there was no overtime payment. 

 As i/c section my duties were wider, with responsibility for all administration. 
A monthly account of section and individual expenses had to be presented to 
Bristol Regional Office, as had any request for replacement stores. Completed 
work was invoiced and despatched to Archaeology Branch, who also required a 
quarterly statement on progress backed by statistics. One task (termed ‘finalling’ 
by the OS) was to visit and check a percentage of the surveys done by my 
colleagues and read all field reports, to ensure that they were comprehensive and 
incorporated information towards a two- or three-word  ‘correct’ description, 
upon which the publication terminology would be based. The above occupied 
more than half of my time, and the rest was taken up with my share of field 
work, surveys, reports and penning. 

 Work progressed smoothly, punctuated by the occasional visit by others who 
were involved with Scilly. Paul Ashbee had just finished the excavations on 
Halangy Down (1996); Vivien Russell had almost completed the Isles of Scilly 
Survey (1980), a parochial check-list, while Professor Charles Thomas was active 
in excavation and research. In May, Cyril Wardale (i/c Field Sections) of 
Archaeology Branch, spent a week with us to familiarise himself with our 
problems. 

The difficulty of getting to the small islands was overcome by hiring the 
Nature Conservancy’s small boat and warden. Annet and Rosewear were covered 
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on a calm day and, weeks later, the Eastern Isles of Menawethan, Little Ganilly 
and Great Ganinick. On successive days in June the skipper of the boat bound for 
St Martin’s was persuaded to divert to Great Ganilly with Nornour, and then Great 
and Little Arthur; in each case the surveyor jumped onto a suitable shore rock 
and was collected by the last boat back to St Mary’s. Jumping onto the boat, with 
equipment, was far more stressful than jumping off, in case one fell on the 
passengers. 

Details of islands 

Annet and Rosevear were visited in April before sea bird nesting was advanced. 
Rosevear was barely within the OS archaeological remit, being a handful of 
ruined nineteenth-century structures associated with the construction of the 
Bishop Rock lighthouse. However it was an opportunity to revise the 1906 
surveys and report on the remains. Annet had a few small but significant 
prehistoric remains that hitherto had been unmapped if not entirely unrecorded. 
Among the Eastern Isles, Little Ganilly showed nothing of archaeological interest 
although it is 200m across. The rest had from one to fourteen sites, some 
additional to those previously recorded. 

 Of the many monuments previously unsurveyed, the most prevalent were 
prehistoric field systems, sometimes represented by turf-covered banks, at others 
by lines of stones:  ‘boulder walls’. Occasionally, as on Great Ganinick, or on 
Puffin Island, there was simply a short length of one wall. Such features were 
difficult to detect when under bracken and their survey became a problem in 
some areas. John Barton dealt with the fields on St Helen’s when the bracken was 
under one metre high, but on Samson Attrill and I had a battle to finish surveying 
the systems as the bracken rose to shoulder height. On Tresco, St Agnes and 
Bryher conditions were better, but on St Martin’s, which was left rather late in the 
programme, some areas of field systems were, regretfully, never surveyed. As 
evidence of inundation, field walls occur below the high water mark on the east 
side of Samson, of Bryher, and around the southern end of Tresco. Those visible 
were surveyed at low tide but it was clear that some would, in time be covered 
by sand and others exposed, so those published are not necessarily apparent 
today. 

Samson (with White Island and Puffin Island) Nick Attrill did the surveys on 
North Hill, and endeavoured to distinguish and describe the numerous cairns on 
the ridge, but we worked together on South Hill. Here the OS had previously 
surveyed and published almost all the ruined houses and fields of the 
seventeenth- to nineteenth-century occupation but not the underlying and 
intermixed prehistoric houses and fields. The survey of these was made difficult 
not just by bracken but by the frighteningly aggressive nature of the black-backed 
gulls which nest on the southern tip of the island. Everything on Samson was 
surveyed at 1:2500, and most of the cairns had additional larger scale surveys 
(figure 1). I do not recall who visited White Island. Although I believe one can 
reach it at low water, the tide does not retreat enough to walk without some 
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degree of wading and the reported field walls in the channel were never visible. 
Walling might now be visible on the island if a visit were made. 

 Since most prehistoric field boundaries are published as solid lines they 
cannot be readily distinguished from later walling whenever they occur together, 
so usually only the later, modern, walls are depicted. Thus on South Hill the 
prehistoric boundaries are omitted from the published maps. 

Bryher was mostly covered by John Barton with some work by me, especially 
the southern part, including prehistoric settlement, cairns and Civil War 
earthworks. In the north part of the island, apart from a promontory fort, there 
was a vast cairnfield with about 150 cairns that had been published on the 1908 
25-inch plan (figure 2). A few, large or with cists, are fairly obvious, but the 
majority are small and easily overlooked. The OS surveyors of 1906 probably had 
access to George Bonsor’s unpublished work (1899–1901) on the cairns and stone 
alignments on Scilly, otherwise they would not have bothered to survey them. 
Certainly there seems to be no other authority to bring them to their attention. It 
was not until 1974 that Paul Ashbee noted a  ‘system of linear cairn cemeteries on 
Shipman Head Down’.3  To make the numbers manageable the area was split into 
several blocks containing from six to 34 cairns. Some have cists and a few have 
kerbs but most are slight platforms or low mounds. Occasionally some are linked 
by walls of irregularly spaced boulders or small stones, producing the linear 
system described by Ashbee. A few cairns emulate the  ‘boulder cairns’ on St 
Agnes, where a natural  ‘grounder’ forms the focus against which a semi-circle of 
stones or a semi-circular platform has been created. 

 
Figure 2 Shipman Head, Bryher, on OS 1:2500 published 1908 (NLS) 

                                       

3 P Ashbee, Ancient Scilly: from the first farmers to the early Christians. An introduction and 
survey, Newton Abbot, 1974. 
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When the Senior Surveyor, Cyril Wardale, paid a week’s visit from 
Archaeology Branch in May, among sites visited were cairn groups on St Agnes 
and Bryher. From a degree of scepticism he became convinced enough to write a 
report on one block (SV81NE1). There are still doubts as to whether some of the 
small mounds might not be field clearance rather than sepulchral or ritual, or 
even a combination of both; only excavation could provide some answers. 
Nevertheless, as it was unlikely that the OS would publish simple clearance 
cairns, for lack of evidence to the contrary we categorised all cairns as prehistoric 
and probably associated with burial. 

 On the north of Bryher the promontory fort had been depicted on the 1908 
25-inch map as a wall with slopes to each side but, being uncertain as to what it 
could be, it was not described or named. Barton revised the feature with an 
additional representation at 1:500 scale in one and a half hours, but for 
publication at 1:10,000 it could only be shown as a broad bank. (With walking to 
the North End and back to the jetty it is unlikely that Barton would have had 
more than one hour for any other field work that day). 

St Agnes and Gugh Again, largely dealt with by Barton and myself. A variety of 
sites, from prehistoric houses, fields and occupation debris to a Civil War battery, 
maze and kelp pits. The latter were perhaps outside the OS remit, being historical 
rather than archaeological, but we were anxious to widen the range of antiquities 
beyond the medieval. 

Like Bryher, cairns predominated; some were fine chambered tombs but the 
majority were small, low, occasionally kerbed and often associated with a 
grounder or field walls. At HQ a Recording Section had split them into workable 
groups of ten to twenty cairns and then correlated the information published over 
the years by a number of authorities who often had different views and totals, or 
even grid references, which created duplications. An example is the Kittern Hill, 
Gugh, linear cemetery (SV80NE3). Sixteen cairns had been published on the 2nd 
edition OS 1:2500 map in 1908 and a further two in 1963 on the Provisional 
Edition six-inch map. Within the OS SV80NE3 grouping there were five sources of 
information. During field work Barton found one cairn to be a duplicate in 
recording, and four were reclassified as hut circles; he found three unlisted cairns 
and the possible site of another, stripped to cover a modern grave. In total he 
surveyed 17 cairns but even now sorting them out is fraught with some 
uncertainty. There may be one site on St Agnes that was not recorded and which 
we did not see or recognise. Some years later Keith Gardner of Backwell, Bristol, 
wrote to me saying that he had found, on the extreme south east part of St Agnes, 
a length of boulder walling that might represent the fortification of an Iron Age 
cliff castle. I have never been back to see it. 

Northwethel The first edition OS 25-inch map of c 1890 showed not only a 
number of cairns but a sketchy representation of field walls extending over more 
than one hectare ( ‘hedges’ had been noted on Northwethel by Borlase in 1756). 
Though small, the island was visibly bracken infested, so to be sure of completing 
work in half a day (further boat hire would be excessive) the full section was 
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