
discovery has been acquired, analysed and 
researched by the British Museum. The 
objects were scattered across half a kilometre 
of seabed, so it remains a matter of debate as 
to whether there is more than one [Bronze 
Age] shipwreck involved. However, what 
does seem clear is that the xx[number] 
original finds made at the ‘Moor Sand’ 
site between 1977 and 1983 are in an 
area which overlaps with the adjacent 
‘Salcombe’ site where the latest finds have 
been made. 

These recent finds, discovered during 
the 2005–09 archaeological seasons, have 
catapulted the Salcombe site from being 
just one of several similar find spots along 
the southern English coastline, such as 
the Langdon Bay hoard, Kent, southeast 
England (currently on loan to Dover 
Museum), into being one of the most 
important recent Bronze Age discoveries 
in Britain. The 320 Bronze Age objects, 
found mainly in 2009, included 30 tin ingots 
(including one weighing more than 9 kg), 
258 bronze ingots, 11 bronze rapiers and 
rapier fragments, 2 bronze palstave axes, 1 
bronze sword and 9 pieces of gold jewellery. 
Their acquisition through the Receiver of 
Wreck [?explain] for £29,000 towards the 
end of last year was generously funded by 
grants from the Art Fund, British Museum 
Challenge Fund, The Goldsmiths Company 
and the Portable Antiquities Scheme. In a 
negotiated agreement, this money will be 
spent by South West Maritime Archaeology 

and location [?ok]. The available tin ore 
sources are also relatively scarce. They are 
concentrated mainly [across more southerly 
regions?] in Iberia, the Balkans, the 
Erzgebirge mountains (spanning Germany 
and the Czech Republic), and famously 
[?why] in Devon and Cornwall in southwest 
England. For these vast numbers of bronze 
objects to have been made, there had to 
have been a flourishing continental tin trade 
measured in tonnes, centred on one or more 
of these ore sources. Until recently, the 
closest direct evidence of such a tin trade 
came from the other [opposite] end of the 
continent – off the southern coast of Turkey 
– with the tin ingots found in the Ulu Burun 
shipwreck dating to c.1300 bc. 

Since 2004 an award-winning amateur 
underwater archaeology team, the South 
West Maritime Archaeology Group 
(SWMAG), have spent their weekends and 
holidays surveying and excavating the site 
of a probable Bronze Age shipwreck off the 
coast of Salcombe in southwest England. 
Working with the co-operation of English 
Heritage, they have been collaborating 
with Stuart Needham, formerly Bronze 
Age curator at the British Museum, and 
David Parham, Senior Lecturer in Marine 
Archaeology at Bournemouth University. 

Bronze Age bronze and, latterly, gold 
objects have been found by amateur and 
professional archaeologists off this beautiful 
stretch of unspoilt coastline since 1977, and 
each [BM has all 320 plus Moor Sands?] 

Look at any museum display of the Bronze 
Age in Europe (c.2200–800 bc) and it will 
be dominated by cases of bronze weapons, 
tools and ornaments. Those exhibited 
represent just a small fraction of the tens of 
thousands in museum storerooms across the 
continent [?Europe incl Britain?] which in 
turn reflects only a small fraction of those 
originally made. This has presented 
generations of prehistoric archaeologists 
with a simple question they have always 
struggled to answer: where did all this metal 
come from? 

To make bronze you need only two 
metals – copper and tin. After decades of 
survey and excavation, archaeologists have 
found numerous Bronze Age copper mines 
and smelting sites [?stretching mainly 
across northern Europe,?] from southwest 
Ireland to eastern Serbia. What they have 
not been able to find, however, are tin 
mines or smelting sites of the same period 

Benjamin Roberts and Charlotte Veysey explain the significance 
of a Bronze Age shipwreck found off the coast of Devon

Right A selection of the 320 
finds made during 2005-
2009 from the Salcombe 
seabed 

Right SEM back scattered electron image of end of 
bracelet. The dark areas on the image are dirt.

 Right 2009 Salcombe 
Site ‘B’, Diver underwater 
(© South West Maritime 
Archaeology Group) 

Trading places
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Group on maintaining and purchasing their 
equipment for further underwater survey and 
excavation off the coast of Salcombe.   

The Salcombe finds are currently 
being conserved and catalogued in the 
British Museum, but it is possible to give 
preliminary findings. Sadly, there are no 
associated organic remains with the objects 
from which to get radiocarbon dates. Any 
dating therefore has to rely on identifying 
diagnostic object types and technologies. 
The majority of the earlier finds [those 
found in 1977 at Moor Sand or pre-2005?] 
can be placed around 1300–1150 bc as 
can many of the 2005–09 finds. However, 
the recovery of two bronze swords which 
were typically made around 1000–800 bc 
has introduced the possibility of a second/
another, later shipwreck. 

have yet been found and the chances 
of a 3000-year-old vessel surviving in 
this marine environment are relatively 
small. Reconstructing the journey of our 
hypothetical boat is obviously a challenge. 
The earlier [?1977 or pre-2009] Salcombe 
finds provide intriguing clues as they include 
a bronze sword and two palstave axes 
which are typically found in northern 
France. The discovery  of a perforated 
bronze object is particulalry exciting/
significant. Known to Italian archaeologists 
as a strumento con immanicatura a 
cannone and previously only found in 
Sicily, this Sicilian Bronze Age artefact 
is the first secure object of Mediteranean 
origin to be found in northwestern Europe. 

Archaeologists remain at a loss as to 
the function of these objects. Was this a 
continental cargo bound north for southern 
England? The recent finds only add to the 
mystery. Would tin ingots really have been 
transported to southwest England in what 
would have been the ultimate prehistoric 
‘coals to Newcastle’ scenario [explain? i.e. 
given tin ore in Devon and Cornwall]? 
The other objects are equally unhelpful to 
solving this mystery. There are only three 
other similar gold twisted wire bracelets 
[that survive/known]– one recently found 
in a hoard from north Wales, while the 
other two were found in France. By contrast, 
bronze tools and weapons are relatively 
common, especially in southern England. 
Only further scientific analysis and research 
will help us understand why these 320 
objects ended up on the Salcombe seabed. 

The future sees the imminent publication 
of the Salcombe finds made prior to 2004 
by Stuart Needham, David Parham and 
Catherine Frieman. Several of these 
objects, including the enigmatic strumento 
are [?currently/temporarily] on display in 
Plymouth City Museum and Art Gallery. 
The 2005–09 finds have already been 
catalogued on the British Museum online 
database by the authors. While the scientific 
analysis of the gold jewellery is already 
taking place, the scientific analysis of the 
tin and bronze ingots is still in the planning 
stage. Meanwhile, the South West Maritime 
Archaeological Group are continuing to 
survey the seabed and they are finding more 
evidence of this long-lost Bronze Age trade. 

Perhaps the most striking objects are the 
pair of exceptionally rare gold bracelets 
made up of eight identical strands of 
twisted, square-sectioned gold wire. These 
are currently being analysed by BM scientist 
Susan La Niece. Her initial findings indicate 
that the twisted wires are a little under 1 
mm thick and have been joined side-by-side 
to form a flat band with their ends secured 
by flat, rectangular gold terminals. Both 
bracelets were found tightly coiled and 
were examined using optical microscopy 
and Scanning Electron Microscopy after 
minimal cleaning. Energy dispersive X-ray 
analysis in the scanning electron microscope 
on the surface indicated that the solder 
areas between the wires and where they join 
the terminals are slightly richer in copper 
and silver (at 77% gold, 20% silver and 3% 
copper) than the wires themselves and the 
terminal (at 77% gold, 20% silver and 3% 
copper). [What does this data mean?]

No remains of any Bronze Age ship 

Right 2009 Salcombe Site ‘B’,  Copper 
and Tin Ingots  (© South West 
Maritime Archaeology Group)
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