Mount’s Bay Seascape

[image: ]Mount’s Bay is a large bay at the far end of the southwest peninsula, in Cornwall. It stretches from Land’s End in the west to Lizard point in the east, and encompasses several towns, outcrops and features. The bay itself has a range of coastal features, which include long sandy beaches, rocky coves, and Saint Michael’s Mount, which gives the bay its name. This essay focuses on the western end of the bay, around Penzance and Marazion, as this is where studies focus upon, and it has been more densely populated throughout the inhabitation of the area. The bay is archaeologically relevant because humans have had an impact on the seascape for thousands of years, with evidence of Neolithic inhabitation in some areas, and industry still continuing today. Figure 1. Chart of Mounts Bay (Digimap, 2016)

There are three industries that have been present in Cornwall, and in Mounts Bay, for thousands of years, and these are fishing, trade, and mining. Over time, other industries have risen up, and some have then faded away as they became unsustainable, but for the vast majority of the history of the bay these three have been present. During recent times mining and trade have fallen dramatically, but fishing remains, with Newlyn having the largest fishing fleet in the UK (CISMAS, 2009). Mining and trade have been an essential aspect of the Cornish economy since the earliest tin mines, and Mounts Bay is no exception. Today there is a focus on tourism and conservation. The area around Marazion, stretching from Longrock to Cudden Point is a marine conservation zone (The Wildlife Trusts). This is due to protected species such as Basking shark, dolphins and seagrass (The Wildlife Trusts). Years of changing industry have left their mark on the seabed, with the area dotted with obstructions, and many wrecks as a result of treacherous waters, particularly around points and coves. The number of wrecks has been influenced by the area’s reputation for smuggling, with Prussia Cove a ‘hotspot’ for smugglers (Cornwall Calling). 
Historical maps can be used to highlight changes in the area, especially when compared to contemporary versions. This Ordnance survey map from the 1870’s (fig. 3) shows Penzance as it once was, whilst this contemporary version (fig. 2) shows how it looks today. I have focused these two maps on the harbour and the area behind it, as this highlights the change and growth of Penzance most clearly. The buildings around the harbour where, in the late 1800’s, gas works and iron foundry’s, and the harbour itself was nearly twice the size. Whilst it appears to have silted up since then, this is actually due to a change in the style of map-making, and the actual depth has changed very little.  In addition, comparison of the size of Penzance is aided by setting the maps to the same scale, and this shows that Penzance has not only grown over 140 years, but also that the style of building has changed. The area to the west, which was originally fields and farmland, have been cleared to make way for planned terraces, with distinctive, ordered buildings. This is very unlike the earlier, smaller, and less ordered buildings of the older areas of the town. These changes may have been partly caused or influenced by the bombing of town in 1941 (Cornwall’s War History). Figure 3: 1870’s Map Showing Penzance Harbour (Digimap, 1870)
Figure 2: Map Showing Penzance Harbour (Digimap, 2018)
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[image: http://www.cismas.org.uk/images/mbs/image013.gif]Archaeological studies of the bay itself, and of the surrounding coastline have found several interesting features, including evidence of an ancient submerged forest, as well as numerous wrecks. One of the studies done was the Mount’s Bay Maritime Survey, carries out by the Cornwall and Isles of Scilly Maritime Society (CISMAS). This study used survey methods, the inspection of targets found, and then the recording of sites and features to build up a picture of the seabed and understand its significance to the bay and its history and industry (CISMAS, 2009). To undertake this survey, a digital sidescan sonar and a marine magnetometer were used, with divers then employed to investigate and targets found through these surveys (CISMAS, 2009). The size of Mounts Bay, and the number of features measured meant that the investigation focused on the Penzance bay area (fig. 4), with only a small number of recorded features investigated (CISMAS, 2009). Through this survey, 6 new wrecks where discovered, including a 19th century sailing vessel, which was wrecked in the 1880’s (CISMAS, 2009). In addition, evidence of historic anchorage was found, in the form of several anchors (CISMAS, 2009). Today, vessels use the area in a similar way, as a safe area in which to shelter from storms (CISMAS, 2009). Figure 4: Map Showing Area Surveyed (CISMAS, 2009)

Another study of the area was part of the Intertidal and Coastal Peat Database, compiled by Historic England. This bought together evidence gathered from the peat from as early as 1602(Hazell, 2008, pp. 29), and documents the discovery and evidence for an ancient submerged forest. Remains of the forest is usually revealed at low tides, or after strong tides have removed the sand layer and revealed wood buried in the peat below (Hazell, 2008, pp. 27). Analysis of pollen deposits within the peat has revealed that the woodland consisted of oak, alder, hazel and birch, and can be used to date the forest to the Atlantic age (Hazell, 2008, pp.30). As well as scientific data, knowledge of the forest comes from other sources. An 1870’s OS map has part of the submerged forest clearly marked below Marazion Marsh (fig. 5). In addition, the Cornish name for St Michael’s Mount means ‘the grey rock in the wood’ (Cornwall Guide), which shows that the forest has remained common knowledge. 
[image: ]Figure 5: 1870’s Map Showing Marazion Marsh (Digimap, 1870)


Mount’s Bay is an archaeologically, historically and culturally important seascape due to the range and age of features visible, and the ongoing impact that these features have had, and continue to have, on the industry of the area. 
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