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Frontispiece. Ynys Seiriol or Puffin Island: the church from the south, 17 March 1929, photographed during 
ÔÈÅ 2ÏÙÁÌ #ÏÍÍÉÓÓÉÏÎȭÓ ÓÕÒÖÅÙ ÆÏÒ ÔÈÅ ΣΫΥΩ !ÎÇÌÅÓÅÙ )ÎÖÅÎÔÏÒÙ ɉ#ÒÏ×Î #ÏÐÙÒÉÇÈÔ 2#!(-7ȟ DI2011_3908).
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SUMMARY 

This report describes new remote sensing, terrestrial and marine investigation 

undertaken on Puffin Island or Ynys Seiriol during 2017 (remote sensing collection and 

desk-based analysis) & 2018 (field survey and maritime survey) by the Royal Commission 

on the Ancient and Historical Monuments of Wales (ȬRoyal Commissionȭ) and the 

Geological Survey of Ireland (GSI) as part of the EU-funded CHERISH Project.  

 

Two visits were made to the island for fieldwork, on 21st June 2018 for laser scanning and 

photographic survey of the church and telegraph station and on 26th November 2018 for 

an Unmanned Aerial Vehicle (UAV) or drone survey of the church. The authors are 

grateful to the landowner, Sir Richard Williams-Bulkeley, for granting permission to 

access and survey the island on both occasions. 

 

The new surveys have generated state-of-the-art 3D records of the medieval priory 

church and associated structures, allowing any future adverse change to be measured to 

within a few millimetres. The airborne laser scanning survey of the heavily vegetated 

ÉÓÌÁÎÄ ÈÁÓ ÁÌÌÏ×ÅÄ ÔÈÅ ×ÏÏÄÌÁÎÄ ÁÎÄ ÕÎÄÅÒÇÒÏ×ÔÈ ÔÏ ÂÅ ȬÓÔÒÉÐÐÅÄ Á×ÁÙȭ ÒÅÖÅÁÌÉÎÇ Á 

previously hidden archaeological landscape of ridge and furrow cultivation, field 

boundaries, a newly-recorded promontory enclosure and new detail of the monastic 

settlement. The marine survey has precisely mapped the seabed around Puffin Island 

providing an up to date assessment of inshore shipwrecks whilst allowing a seamless 

onshore/offshore 3D map to be made of Puffin Island for the first time. 

 

Based on this new survey work, a list of archaeological management recommendations 

has been provided at the end of the document with assistance from Cadw. The maritime 

survey produced recommendations for improvements to maritime charts in the form of 

Hydrographic Note H.102. 
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CHERISH PROJECT BACKGROUND 

CHERISH (Climate, Heritage and Environments of Reefs, Islands and Headlands) is a 

European-funded project led by the Royal Commission on the Ancient and Historical 

Monuments of Wales, in partnership with the Discovery Programme: Centre for 

Archaeology and Innovation Ireland, Aberystwyth University: Department of Geography 

and Earth Sciences and Geological Survey, Ireland.  

The project commenced 1st January 2017 and will run for 6 years to June 2023; it will 

receive ÍÏÒÅ ÔÈÁÎ Ή5.9 million of European Union (EU) funds through the Ireland ɀ Wales 

Co-operation Programme 2014-2020, Priority Axis 2 ɀ Adaptation of the Irish Sea and 

Coastal Communities to Climate Change.  

  

Figure 1: Map of Ireland and Wales showing the 17 principal project areas in both nations. Puffin 
Island is located in Wales, Area 3. (© CHERISH Project). 

The key objective of CHERISH is to increase knowledge and understanding of the impacts 

(past, present and near-future) of climate change, increased storminess and extreme 

weather events on the cultural heritage of reefs, islands and headlands of Wales and 

Ireland. The project seeks to fill gaps in both data and knowledge for the coastal regions 

of Ireland and Wales, to develop a greater understanding of climate change impacts on 

fragile coastal heritage sites and to establish new metrical precision for the rural, coastal 

landscapes under study.  

 

 

https://rcahmw.gov.uk/
http://www.discoveryprogramme.ie/
http://www.discoveryprogramme.ie/
https://www.aber.ac.uk/en/iges/
https://www.aber.ac.uk/en/iges/
http://www.gsi.ie/
http://irelandwales.eu/projects/cherish
http://irelandwales.eu/projects/cherish
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INTRODUCTION 

This report focuses on the archaeological survey of Puffin Island, principally the monastic 

settlement and remains of the Augustinian priory church, but including mapping of the 

wider landscape and inshore waters during 2017-2018 by the CHERISH survey team based 

at the Royal Commission and the Geological Survey of Ireland.  

The report is in two halves. The first half summarises the archaeological background to 

the island, while the second details the new results of the CHERISH Project survey. With 

airborne, terrestrial and marine survey and mapping carried out, the project offered a 

unique opportunity to study the island using a multi-disciplinary approach.  

Survey techniques used and covered in this report: 

¶ Level 1 photographic survey of buildings 

¶ Level 2 airborne laser scanning or LiDAR of the entire island 

¶ Level 2 GIS-based mapping from LiDAR and historic aerial and map sources of the 

entire island 

¶ Level 3 survey utilising terrestrial laser scanning and UAV photogrammetry of the 

monastic settlement and church 

¶ Level 2 marine mapping of the inshore waters around Puffin Island. 

Fieldwork Aims and Objectives 

The ruins of the church were selected for survey as a designated baseline study site for 

the EU-funded CHERISH Project (2017-2021) due to their general inaccessibility, their 

protected status and for the purposes of monitoring any change to the structures 

following conservation works to the tower circa. 2009 utilising accurate survey and 

remote sensing methodologies. The key aim of this investigation and survey at Puffin 

Island was to:  

¶ Compile accurate new baseline surveys of the entire island including detailed 

baseline surveys of the masonry buildings of the monastic structures and church, 

to allow future condition and erosion/change monitoring. 

The main objectives were to: 

¶ To establish highly detailed and accurate datasets for sites and landscapes at 

immediate threat from erosion and that will benefit from repeat monitoring 

during and after the project; 

¶ To identify the discrete types of erosional threats at an individual site level  

¶ To provide some site management recommendations to site owners and 

managers based on findings; 
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¶ To provide recommendations for further survey at Level 4 based on threats and 

significance of site. 
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Figure 2 CHERISH Team members Louise Barker (L) and Dan Hunt (R) with Jeff Spencer from 
Cadw (centre), 21 June 2019, approaching the southern cliffs of Puffin Island (© CHERISH Project: 
CH2019_086_002). 



CH/RCAHMW 10 

 
© CHERISH PROJECT  5 2020 

SITE BACKGROUND 

Site Location 

Puffin Island lies 780m off the mainland of Anglesey in north Wales, separated from 

Penmon Point by a fierce tidal race through Puffin Sound dominated by Penmon or 

Trwyn Du lighthouse and a buoy on Perch Rock. The strongest currents through the 

Sound are associated with northerly winds or swell (NRW 2015, 4). The narrow, 

elongated island, orientated south-west/north-east, is composed of Carboniferous 

Limestone rising to 58m. Cliffs form its south-eastern margin, sloping gradually to the 

north-western side of the island, with lower, isolated cliffs located. There is a tidal pebble 

beach at the south-west point, West Spit, facing the mainland which was used as the 

landing point for recent fieldwork, and where the only accessible paths give access to the 

high ground of the interior.  

Puffin Island is home to the monastery of Priestholm, thought to have been an early 

medieval foundation of which the listed and scheduled tower of the Augustinian priory 

church is the most visible element. Wider structures of the monastic settlement surveyed 

in the early decades of the twentieth century are now heavily overgrown. The remains 

were surveyed in detail and described by the Royal Commission in 1937, building on 

earlier antiquarian surveys and excavations. Only in 2017 has the new LiDAR survey of the 

entire island highlighted some of the problems and inaccuracies with this 1937 survey. 

The only other substantial building on the island is the listed ruin of a 19th century 

Telegraph station at the north-east point. 

 

Figure 3 Ȭ0ÕÆÆÉÎ )ÓÌÁÎÄ ÏÆÆ !ÎÇÌÅÓÅÙȭ ÂÙ 7ÉÌÌÉÁÍ $ÁÎÉÅÌÌ. This view seems to show the north cliffs 

ɉÁÌÓÏ ÓÅÅÎ ÉÎ &ÉÇÕÒÅ ΦɊ ÌÏÏËÉÎÇ ÅÁÓÔ ÔÏ×ÁÒÄÓ 'ÒÅÁÔ /ÒÍÅȭÓ (ÅÁÄ  (1815. © Crown Estate 2o13; 

reproduced in Natural Resources Wales 2015, 3). 
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Puffin island is a Special Protected Area (SPA) and also a Site of Special Scientific Interest 

(SSSI)  for its Cormorants. It is home to at least 10 species of seabird including Puffins, 

Guillemots, Razorbills, Cormorant, Kittiwakes, Herring Gulls, Great and Lesser black-

backed gulls, Fulmars and shags. Since 2009 seabird research on the island has been 

coordinated through the SCAN ringing group working with the Universities of Liverpool, 

Roehampton and Bangor and the RSPB (www.puffinisland.org.uk). There is no public 

landing allowed without the prior permission of the landowner. 

 

Figure 4 Seabirds on the north-western cliffs of Puffin Island, 21 June 2018 - CH2019_086_011 

ARCHAEOLOGICAL CONTEXT 

The monastery of Priestholm: NPRN 527, PRN 5017 

The monastery on Puffin Island or Priestholm was associated with Penmon Priory on the 

nearby mainland of Anglesey (NPRN 95543), itself an Augustinian house when it was 

granted to the Prior and Cannons of Priestholm in 1237. Following this the Prior of 

Priestholm shifted to Penmon. There are remains of a church, notably the twelfth 

century tower predated by the remains of an earlier shrine on the east side, and other 

contemporary and earlier monastic buildings, ranged within and about a walled 

enclosure. New airborne laser scanning of the island (described below) has revealed a 

wider system of fields and ridge and furrow cultivation associated with the monastic 

settlement. 

 

https://jncc.gov.uk/jncc-assets/SPA-N2K/UK9020285.pdf
https://jncc.gov.uk/jncc-assets/SPA-N2K/UK9020285.pdf
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Figure 5 Map of Puffin Island by Harold Hughes 1901, used as a frontispiece in his article. Note 

ÔÈÅ ȬÆÌÁÇÓÔÁÆÆȭ ÍÁÒËÅÄ ÏÎ ÔÈÅ ÓÏÕÔÈ-east cliff line near the Telegraph station (reproduced with 

permission of the Cambrian Archaeological Association). 

"ÕÒÔÏÎ ÁÎÄ 3ÔÏÂÅÒ ɉΤΡΣΧɊ ÎÏÔÅ ÔÈÅ ÁÌÔÅÒÎÁÔÉÖÅ ÎÁÍÅ ÏÆ 9ÎÙÓ ,ÁÎÎÏÇ ɉ0ÒÉÅÓÔȭÓ )ÓÌÁÎÄɊ ÆÏÒ 

the island, and that the Augustinian Priory was dedicated to St Seiriol in the diocese of 

Bangor. Harold Hughes (1901, 86-7) reviewed the early historical literature. He notes one 

of the earliest references that in 629 Cadwallon, during a war with Edwin of 

Northumbria, was blockaded on the island, and a record that the priory was sacked by 

Danes in 968. The Gwynedd Archaeological TruÓÔ ɉ02. ΧΡΣΩɊ ÎÏÔÅ ÔÈÁÔȠ Ȭ 4ÈÅ ÍÏÎÁÓÔÉÃ 

ÓÉÔÅȣ ×ÁÓ ÆÉÒÓÔ ÍÅÎÔÉÏÎÅÄ ÂÙ 'ÉÒÁÌÄÕÓ #ÁÍÂÒÅÎÓÉÓ ÉÎ ΣΣΪΪȭȢ Among the limited historical 

records for the priory reviewed by Burton and Stober are a number of charters issued by 

Llywelyn ab Iorwerth, prince of Gwynedd in the 1220s and 1230s recording donations of 

land to the canons of Ynys Lannog, these being the earliest reference to canons at Puffin 

Island. 

The church and monastic enclosure and buildings were initially surveyed ɀ almost at a 

schematic level - by Herford Hopps in the summer of 1868. Hopps (1869, 168) clearly had 

problems with summer vegetation, noting that some foundations west of the church 

×ÅÒÅ ȬȣÔÏÏ ÉÎÄÉÓÔÉÎÃÔ ÔÏ ÂÅ ÍÅÁÓÕÒÅÄ ×ÉÔÈ ÁÎÙ ÄÅÇÒÅÅ ÏÆ ÁÃÃÕÒÁÃÙȟ Ï×ÉÎÇ ÃÈÉÅÆÌÙ ÔÏ ÔÈÅ 

luxuriant growth of nettleÓȢȭ 
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Figure 6 Schematic plan of church and monastic enclosures by Herford E. Hopps 1869. Note the 
ȬÃÈÕÒÃÈ ÙÁÒÄȭ ×ÈÅÒÅ ÒÅÍÁÉÎÓ ÏÆ ÓËÅÌÅÔÏÎÓ ×ÅÒÅ ÕÎÅÁÒÔÈÅÄ ɉreproduced with permission of the 
Cambrian Archaeological Association). 

 

The church was re-surveyed by Harold Hughes for his 1901 article, which included 

elevation drawings of the tower and architectural details as well as an excavation of the 

eastern Chancel (described below). While the church was not revisited in any detail for 

ÔÈÅ 2ÏÙÁÌ #ÏÍÍÉÓÓÉÏÎȭÓ e 1937 Anglesey Inventory, the wider remains of the monastic 

enclosure and stone cells were surveyed, and still stand as the best detailed survey of the 

monastic settlement. It would be impossible to re-survey the same structures on the 

ground today as they are heavily overgrown with alder woodland, ivy and scrub 

ÖÅÇÅÔÁÔÉÏÎȢ 4ÈÁÔ ÓÁÉÄ ÅÖÅÎ ÉÎ ΣΫΥΩ ÔÈÅ ÒÅÍÁÉÎÓ ×ÅÒÅ ÄÅÓÃÒÉÂÅÄ ÁÓ ÂÅÉÎÇ ÉÎ Á Ȭdilapidated 

ÃÏÎÄÉÔÉÏÎȭ ɉÐȢ ΣΦΤɊ ×ÉÔÈ ÔÈÅ ÏÕÔÅÒ ×ÁÌÌ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÏÖÁÌ ÍÏÎÁÓÔÉÃ ÅÎÃÌÏÓure surviving as a 

ȬÃÏÌÌÁÐÓÅÄ ÂÏÕÎÄÁÒÙȢȢ ÎÏ× ÎÏ×ÈÅÒÅ ÍÏÒÅ ÔÈÁÎ ΣÆÔ ÈÉÇÈȭȢ The new 2017 LiDAR survey has 

ÂÅÅÎ ÁÂÌÅ ÔÏ ȬÓÅÅ ÔÈÒÏÕÇÈȭ ÔÈÅ ÄÅÎÓÅ ÖÅÇÅÔÁÔÉÏÎ ÔÏ ÐÒÏÖÉÄÅ ÔÈÅ ÍÏÓÔ ÕÐ ÔÏ ÄÁÔÅ ÏÖÅÒÖÉÅ× 

ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÉÓÌÁÎÄȭÓ ÓÔÒÕÃÔÕÒÅÓ ÓÉÎÃÅ 1937, and confirms and adds to much of the detail while 

allowing us to revise the spatial accuracy of the plan (see below).  
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Figure 7 The main oval monastic enclosure as surveyed by the Royal Commission in 1937 (Crown 
Copyright RCAHMW). 

 

The Royal Commission (ibid., 142-3) describe the church and monastic buildings surviving 

×ÉÔÈÉÎ Á ÒÏÕÇÈÌÙ ÏÖÁÌ ÅÎÃÌÏÓÕÒÅ ÏÒ ȬÃÁÓÈÅÌȭ ÅÎÃÌÏÓÉÎÇ ÁÒÏÕÎÄ ϶ ÁÃÒÅ ɉΡȢΥ ÈÅÃÔÁÒÅɊȢ 4ÈÅ 

earliest parts of the enclosure Ȭdistinguished by the small size of the stones 

ÅÍÐÌÏÙÅÄȣɍÁÎÄɎ ÁÐÐÁÒÅÎÔÌÙ ÂÕÉÌÔ ×ÉÔÈÏÕÔ ÍÏÒÔÁÒȭ ×ÅÒÅ ÁÓÓÕÍÅÄ ÔÏ ÂÅ ȬÃÅÒÔÁÉÎÌÙ ÏÌÄÅÒ 

than the 12th ÃÅÎÔÕÒÙ ÁÎÄȣ ÐÏÓÓÉÂÌÙ ÁÓ ÅÁÒÌÙ ÁÓ ÔÈÅ Ωth ÃÅÎÔÕÒÙȭȢ The boundary wall is 

generally oval with a clearly inturned entrance on the west side and a simple gate on the 

east side. 

Along the north-western side of the enclosure, said to follow the crest of a steeper slope, 

are a series of square and rectangular building foundations. The Royal Commission 

identifies three or four rectangular cells about 12ft wide and varying in length between 

10-25ft, assumed to be of earlier character. These are slighted in places by the remains of 

ȬÉÒÒÅÇÕÌÁÒ ÈÕÔÓȭȢ ,ÁÔÅÒ ÒÅÍÁÉÎÓ ÃÏÍÐÒÉÓÅ ȬÁ ÓÅÒÉÅÓ ÏÆ ÍÏÒÅ ÅÌÁÂÏÒÁÔÅÌÙ ÂÕÉÌÔ ÒÏÏÍÓ ÁÂÏÕÔ 

12-ΣΧÆÔ ×ÉÄÅȣ ÁÌÏÎÇ ÔÈÅ ÉÎÎÅÒ ÓÉÄÅ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÎÏÒÔÈÅÒÎ ×ÁÌÌ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÍÁÉÎ ÅÎÃÌÏÓÕÒÅ ÁÎÄ ÐÁÒÔÌÙ 

superimposed on the earlier buildingsȭȢ 4ÈÅ 2ÏÙÁÌ #ÏÍÍÉÓÓÉÏÎ ÎÏÔÅ ÔÈÅÓÅ ÁÒÅ ȬÖÅÒÙ 

ÒÕÉÎÅÄȭ ÂÕÔ ÁÒÅ ÂÕÉÌÔ ÏÆ ÌÁÒÇÅÒȟ ÍÏÒÔÁÒÅÄ ÓÔÏÎÅÓ ÁÎÄ  ÐÒÅÓÅÒÖÅ ÄÅÔÁÉÌÓ ÌÉËÅ Á ÓÅÒÉÅÓ ÏÆ 

covered drains.  
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Figure 8 The wider remains of fields and enclosures associated with the monastic settlement as 
surveyed by the Royal Commission in 1937. Compare with the new LiDAR survey in Figure 34 
(Crown Copyright RCAHMW). 

 

This oval monastic enclosure, of at least two phases, is dominated by the medieval 

church at its centre, and was later subdivided; a main NW/SE wall ȬÆÏÒÍÅÄ ÏÆ Ô×Ï ÒÏ×Ó ÏÆ 

ÕÐÒÉÇÈÔ ÓÔÏÎÅÓȭ ɉ2#!(-7Ɋ bisects the enclosure towards its east end with the church 

constructed in the western half, from which three further smaller walls radiate forming 

distinct enclosures. The Royal Commission ([. 143) describes the northeastern one as 

ÌÉËÅÌÙ ÔÏ ÂÅ ÔÈÅ ÃÅÍÅÔÅÒÙ ȬÓÉÎÃÅ ÍÁÎÙ ÈÕÍÁÎ ÂÏÎÅÓ ÁÒÅ ÓÁÉÄ ÔÏ ÈÁÖÅ ÂÅÅÎ ÆÏÕÎÄ ÔÈÅÒÅȭȢ 

This probably refers ÔÏ (ÏÐÐÓȭ ɉΣΪΨΫȟ ΣΨΫ-170) descÒÉÐÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ ÍÁÎÙ ȬÂÉÔÓ ÏÆ ÂÏÎÅȭ ÂÅÉÎÇ 

brought to the surface in the area by rabbits. His observation clearly led to a wider 

ÉÎÆÏÒÍÁÌ ÅØÃÁÖÁÔÉÏÎ ÄÉÓÃÏÖÅÒÉÎÇ ÂÏÎÅÓ ȬÁÔ ÁÂÏÕÔ ÅÉÇÈÔÅÅÎ ÉÎÃÈÅÓ ÆÒÏÍ ÔÈÅ ÓÕÒÆÁÃÅȭȟ ×ÉÔÈ 

leg bones, jaw bones and vertebrae unearthed. (Å ÎÏÔÅÓ ÎÏ ÓÉÇÎ ÏÆ ȬËÉÓÔ ÏÒ ÃÏÆÆÉÎȭ ÂÕÔ ÔÈÅ 

skeletons were covered by small pebbles and limpets, and capped with flat slabs. 

4ÏÇÅÔÈÅÒ ×ÉÔÈ (ÕÇÈÅÓȭ ÅØÃÁÖÁÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ ÂÕÒÉÁÌÓ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÃÈÁÎÃÅÌ Ôhere is clearly potential for 

future survey or geophysics here if sufficient vegetation clearance could be carried out. 
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Connected to the main oval enclosure are a series of wider enclosures comprising three 

conjoined square field enclosures to the west considered to be contemporary with the 

monastic settlement by the Royal Commission, and a larger polygonal enclosure to the 

north with an additional building in its eastern corner. 

 

 

Figure 9 Plan of church by Harold Hughes 1901, 90-91. (Reproduced with permission of the 
Cambrian Archaeological Association). 
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Figure 10 Labelled plan of Priory Church based on 2018 laser scanning survey (CHERISH Project). 

 
 

The priory  church: NPRN 424033 

The church stands within the western half of the subdivided monastic enclosure. The 

Romanesque tower (Gwynedd Archaeological Trust (GAT), PRN 7310) is a notable 

landmark on the otherwise featureless island. While the Royal Commission (1937) 

considered the tower to be of 13th century date, GAT (in PRN 5017) cite Edwards (1984) 

and note: Ȭ4ÈÅ ÃÈÕÒÃÈ ÔÏ×ÅÒȟ ÔÈÅ ÐÒÉÎÃÉÐÁÌ ÒÅÍÁÉÎÉÎÇ ÓÔÒÕÃÔÕÒÅȟ ÉÓ ÐÒÏÂÁÂÌÙ ÏÆ ÍÉÄ ΣΤÔÈ 

ÃÅÎÔÕÒÙ ÄÁÔÅȭ; it is likely it superseded an early church of which a small chancel or shrine 

with a vaulted roof is the only survivor.  

Burton and Stober (2015, 170) describe it as a ȬȢȢ Á ÓÔÒÉËÉÎÇ ÓÉÇÈÔȟ ÓÔÁÎÄÉÎÇ ÏÎ ÅÌÅÖÁÔÅÄ 

ÇÒÏÕÎÄ ÏÎ ÔÈÉÓ ÏÔÈÅÒ×ÉÓÅ ÂÁÒÅ ÉÓÌÁÎÄȭȟ ÁÌÔÈÏÕÇÈ ÔÈÅ ÕÓÅ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÔÅÒÍ ȬÂÁÒÅȭ ÐÅÒÈÁÐÓ belies 

the lack of a modern site visit to the severely overgrown remains.  The towerȭÓ ÒÏÌÅ ÁÓ Á 

ȬÓÅÁÍÁÒËȭ ÉÎ ÃÏastal trade is described ÂÙ 2ÅÄËÎÁÐ ɉΤΡΣΫɊ ×ÈÏ ÎÏÔÅÓȠ Ȭ#ÈÕÒÃÈ ÔÏ×ÅÒÓ ÁÎÄ 

chapels also acted as sailing marks, sometimes operated by monks. The medieval chapel 

on Ynys Seiriol, Anglesey, at the northern entrance to the Menai Strait, may have 

functioned as sÕÃÈȭȢ  
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Figure 11 Ynys Seiriol. Belfry light in the upper south wall of tower (detail); external and internal 
drawings by Harold Hughes (1901, 93) obtained by scaling the tower using a rope. Only half of the 
decorative stone lintel now survives, supported by a metal frame inserted during recent 
conservation works  (Reproduced with permission of the Cambrian Archaeological Association). 

The most comprehensive survey of the church in pre-war times was carried out by Harold 

Hughes in the final years of the nineteenth century and published in his 1901 article. He 

produced a plan and elevations of the church, drew architectural details of the tower and 

carried out excavations in the chancel to the east of the tower revealing burials. His 

architectural observations both from within and outside the tower, obtained by climbing 

up the southern elevation using a rope (ibid., 92) still stand as a useful record (see Fig 

below). 

The church comprises a central tower (B on the 1937 Royal Commission plan) which rises 

through two stages to a squat low pyramidal stone roof. The crossing has plain round 

headed arches in the east and west walls both built of rubble with chamfered imposts. 

Above the centre of the east arch is a Roman box tile built into the wall. The Royal 

Commission planned the footings of the Nave on the west side in 1937 but this could not 

now be traced with any certainty on the ground. The site of the south transept was 

occupied by a later cottage, habitable in 1896 and roofed in 1937 but now ruinous.  

4ÈÅ ÅÁÓÔÅÒÎ ÃÈÁÎÃÅÌȡ ÂÕÒÉÁÌÓ ÁÎÄ Á ȬÃÅÌÌÁ ÍÅÍÏÒÉÁÅȭ or shrine 

Excavations in 1896 by Harold Hughes (1901) uncovered a small early chancel on the east 

side buried under 2ft 7incs of debris (ibid., 94) which the Royal Commission (1937) 

suggested could pre-date the tower which appears to bear the scar of its vaulted roof. 
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Lower down in the excavation inhumation burials were discovered. Longley and Richards 

(2000, 27) summarise the importance of these early structures for the monastery on 

Preistholm:  

Ȭ4ÈÅ ÅÁÒÌÙ ÓÔÒÕÃÔÕÒÅÓ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÓÅÑÕÅÎÃÅ ÏÆ ÂÕÉÌÄÉÎÇÓ ×ÈÉÃÈ ÓÔÏÏÄ ÔÏ ÔÈÅ ÅÁÓÔ 

of the surviving twelfth century tower [have].. an intriguing quality to 

ÔÈÅÍȢ 4ÈÅ ÓÍÁÌÌ ÓÑÕÁÒÅ ÍÁÓÏÎÒÙ ÓÔÒÕÃÔÕÒÅ ɍ(ÕÇÈÅÓȭ ÅÁÒÌÙ ÃÈÁÎÃÅÌɎ 

appears to have been built as a chancel to a church pre-dating the 

Romanesque tower, although it stood for long enough to be 

incorporated in it. Excavations in 1896 identified a single burial inserted 

ÉÎÔÏ Á ÒÏÃË ÃÕÔ ÄÅÐÒÅÓÓÉÏÎȣ ×ÉÔÈÉÎ ÔÈÉÓ ÃÈÁÎÃÅÌȢ 4ÈÅÒÅ ×ÁÓ ÂÁÒÅÌÙ ÅÎÏÕÇÈ 

room and knees had to be bent to fit.  

3ÉØ ÆÕÒÔÈÅÒ ÂÕÒÉÁÌÓ ×ÅÒÅ ÒÅÃÏÒÄÅÄ ÉÍÍÅÄÉÁÔÅÌÙ ÔÏ ÔÈÅ ÅÁÓÔȣ 4ÈÅ 

alignment of the grave in the chancel was east-west in line with the 

structure; those outside were aligned west-south-west/east-north-east. 

The early chancel is very small indeed and has the look of a shrine. A later, 

extended chancel replaced it, while the Romanesque tower remained in 

use.ȭ  

 

Figure 12 The eastern chancel. Detail of the small early chancel or shrine excavated by Hughes in 
1896 containing the single east-west burial with its knees bent to fit the small space. Compare 
with Figures 13 & 14 below (Hughes 1901, 96-7; Reproduced with permission of the Cambrian 
Archaeological Association). 

The Gwynedd Archaeological Trust (PRN 5017; Thompson 1986; Davidson et al. 2002; 

Davidson 2004) visited the church in 1986 and summarised the structural sequence as 

well as commenting on the structural condition: 
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Ȭ'!4 ÃÏÎÆÉÒÍÅÄ ÉÎ ÇÅÎÅÒÁÌ ÔÈÅ 2#!(- ÐÌÁÎ ɉ!nglesey p.141-4) but found 

that the tower had deteriorated since the 1930s. The E inner enclosure 

wall was substantial in build, but little remains of the outer enclosure wall. 

 

Four major phases of construction can be identified, the tower was built 

against on existing 'cella memoriae' [A place or structure, containing the 

ÒÅÌÉÃÓ ÏÆ Á ÄÅÁÄ ÐÅÒÓÏÎ ÏÆ ÓÏÍÅ ÄÉÓÔÉÎÃÔÉÏÎȭ ɉ,ÏÎÇÌÅÙ ÁÎÄ 2ÉÃÈÁÒÄÓ ΤΡΡΡȟ 

10)] and contained an arch in its E and W sides at ground level and a single 

window higher up in the S side. After the removal of the 'cella memoriae', 

a large chancel was built against the E side of the tower and a nave 

against the W, the walls of both these were bonded to the tower in a way 

suggesting that no provision had been made for them originally. 

 

The bottom of the S wall, with window still exists and has been 

incorporated into a later building. About this stage, a round headed arch 

was inserted into the S side of the tower for access to a S transept. In 

more recent centuries, a cottage and yard have been appended to the S 

side of the tower, using the same bonding technique. 

 

Details of the phasing of the inner and outer enclosures could not be 

confirmed, however the massive nature of the W entrance suggests that 

it might be connected with a phase of occupation earlier than the one 

represented by the enclosure wall (Thompson, 1986). 

 

Figure 13 The eastern chancel. Upper level plan of the excavations by Hughes (1901, 94-5; 
(Reproduced with permission of the Cambrian Archaeological Association). 
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Figure 14 The eastern chancel. Lower level excavation plan showing burials (Hughes 1901, 96-7; 
(Reproduced with permission of the Cambrian Archaeological Association). 
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Figure 15 Digital plans, elevations and section of the church tower produced by combining terrestrial laser 
scan data with drone photogrammetry data. (RCCS22_3_01 Drawn by Jayne Kamintzis 2023). 
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The island in post medieval times: rabbits and tourists 
 

Hughes (1901, 89) reviews the literature for the post medieval history of the island, 

noting that the island may have been inhabited until the dissolution. The island then 

remained in the hands of the Crown, though leased out, until it was passed to J. Moore 

by way of purchase on 29 April 1564. The proximity of the island to the mainland, and the 

visibility of the church tower from afar, has long made the location popular for tourists, 

naturalists and antiquarians. By 1775 the island appears to be deserted ÂÕÔ ×ÁÓ Ȭȣ ÍÕÃÈ 

frequented in summer, as having great plenty of sea-fowls and rabbits, objects always 

ÁÇÒÅÅÁÂÌÅ ÔÏ ÔÈÅ ÓÐÏÒÔÓÍÁÎȢȭ ɉibid.)Ȣ (ÕÇÈÅÓȭ ÅØÃÁÖÁÔÉÏÎÓ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÃÈÁÎÃÅÌ ÏÎ ÔÈÅ ÅÁÓÔ ÓÉÄÅ 

of the tower produced ample evidence for the church tower remaining a focus for 

ÖÉÓÉÔÏÒÓ ÔÈÒÏÕÇÈ ÔÈÅ ÁÇÅÓȢ )Î ÔÈÅ ÕÐÐÅÒ ÌÅÖÅÌÓ ÈÅ ÆÏÕÎÄȠ Ȭȣ ÆÒÁÇÍÅÎÔÓ ÏÆ ÍÏÄÅÒÎ ÐÏÔÔÅÒÙ 

and bottles, numerous oyster shells, a large number of clay smoking pipes, dating from 

ÔÈÅ ÒÅÉÇÎ ÏÆ %ÌÉÚÁÂÅÔÈ ÔÏ ÍÏÄÅÒÎ ÔÉÍÅÓȢȢȭ ɉibid., 95). 

  

Figure 16 ɉ,Ɋ %ÌÅÖÁÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÅÁÓÔ ×ÁÌÌ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÔÏ×ÅÒ ÓÈÏ×ÉÎÇ ÌÏ×ÅÒ ÃÏÕÒÓÅÓ ÒÅÖÅÁÌÅÄ ÂÙ (ÕÇÈÅÓȭ 
excavations, depicting the previous imprint of the vaulted roof of the earlier eastern chancel, 
predating the medieval tower;  (R) the same view in November 2018 (Hughes 1901, 97; 
Reproduced with permission of the Cambrian Archaeological Association; © CHERISH Project 
CH2019_106_001). 
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Figure 17 The church tower in November 2018 rising above the local vegetation. (© CHERISH 
Project. Archive no. 6522905) 

 

 

https://rcahmw.ibase.media/en/view-item?i=290517&WINID=1683889129121
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Figure 18 Two contrasting views show Puffin Island in two different seasons, 3 years apart; The 
church tower remains a prominent feature of the island from the air in this view from the south-
west on 21st June 2019 (© CHERISH Project, CHE_21_06_2019_168) 

 

Figure 19 Two contrasting views show Puffin Island in two different seasons, 3 years apart; from 
the south-west on 11th Feb 2016 (© Crown Copyright RCAHMW, AP_2016_0199). 
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Figure 20 The steady deterioration of the cottage standing on the site of the south chancel can be 
seen in these three contrasting views of the church from the east (L, 1929; C, 1960s) and 
southeast (R, 2018). (Crown Copyright RCAHMW (views 1 & 2); View 3 supplied by Dave Thorpe, 
NRW, copyright reserved). 

The Telegraph Station : NPRN 23477 
 

#ÁÄ×ȭÓ ÌÉÓÔÉÎÇ ÄÅÓÃÒÉÐÔÉÏÎȠ !ÓÓÅÔ ΧΧΤΫȟ ÄÅÓÉÇÎÁÔÅÄ ΣΫΨΪ 

A former Telegraph Station, built in 1841, and one of the original stations on the Holyhead 

to Liverpool Telegraph which first operated in 1827. The Census Returns for the parish in 

1841 record that James Adams, a signalman from Cornwall, lived at the station, along 

with his wife and 2 young children. The Adams family occupied the station until the 

1860s; the Census Returns for 1871 records the 'Puffin Island House' as unoccupied. In 

1887 the station was converted from a Dock Board Observatory to a Biological Station. 

The building is now derelict.  Additional note: Hughes (1901, 86) notes the former 

4ÅÌÅÇÒÁÐÈ ÓÔÁÔÉÏÎ ÈÁÄ ÂÙ ÔÈÅÎ ÂÅÅÎ ÃÏÎÖÅÒÔÅÄ ÔÏ Á ȬÂÉÏÌÏÇÉÃÁÌ ÓÔÁÔÉÏÎȭ ÕÎÄÅÒ ÔÈÅ 

directorship of Professor of Zoology Dr P.J. White at the University College of North 

Wales. His frontispiece map (see Figure 5 above) ÁÌÓÏ ÎÏÔÅÓ Á ȬÆÌÁÇÓÔÁÆÆȭ ÔÏ ÔÈÅ ÓÏÕÔÈ-west 

of the station, the position of which has not been located in modern times. 
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Figure 21  Aerial photographs of the ruins of the Telegraph Station above East Spit, 11th Feb 2016 
(Crown Copyright RCAHMW, AP_2016_0202 (L) and 0203 (R)). 

Photographic Survey of the Telegraph Station, 21st June 2018 

 

The ruins were visited by Royal Commission survey staff for the EU-funded CHERISH 

Project on 21 June 2018 accompanied by Jeff Spencer from Cadw. The 1841 remains 

comprise a square, roofless brick building with four rooms arranged around a central 

chimney, and fireplaces serving each room. The building is entered by doors on the east 

and north sides, with steps descending into the ruin on the north side. Extending from 

the north-west corner of the building is a long observation/signalling room culminating in 

a panoramic curving window now represented by the rusting remains of vertical frames.  

Set externally on the south wall is a dressed stone engraved plaque pronouncing; 

'PUFFIN ISLAND TELEGRAPH, Built in 1841 by the TRUSTEES of the LIVERPOOL DOCKS'.  

A low stone structure (Figure 24) of rougher stone construction is sited some 10m to the 

north-east of the telegraph building (NPRN 000, NEW TO THE RECORD). It may be an 

ancillary structure or store, or the remains of an earlier farm building. See Large (1998).  
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Figure 22   The Telegraph Station: interior view of ruin, June 2018, showing vegetation and 
elder/buddleia taking hold, and collapsed brickwork (© CHERISH Project: CH2019_098_002) 

 

Figure 23  External stone plaque on the south wall, 21 June 2018 (© CHERISH Project: 
CH2019_100_001) 
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GEOMORPHOLOGICAL CONTEXT 

Puffin Island is composed of Carboniferous Limestone, rising to 58m OD Newlyn. Cliffs 

form its south-eastern margin, sloping gradually to the north-western side of the island, 

with lower, isolated cliffs located. There is a tidal pebble beach in the south-west. The 

island is a strongly recognisable coastal landform, lying almost exactly opposite Great 

/ÒÍÅȟ ÓÉÔÔÉÎÇ ÂÅÔ×ÅÅÎ #ÏÌ×ÙÎ ÁÎÄ 2ÅÄ 7ÈÁÒÆ "ÁÙÓ ɉ.27 ΤΡΣΧȟ ΥɊȢ 4ÈÅ ÓÅÁÂÅÄ ÉÓȣ 

complex; defined by a combination of mudstone and sandstone, interrupted by thick, 

ÓÔÁÇÇÅÒÅÄ ÂÁÎÄÓ ÏÆ #ÁÒÂÏÎÉÆÅÒÏÕÓ ÌÉÍÅÓÔÏÎÅ ÌÉÎËÉÎÇ 'ÒÅÁÔ /ÒÍÅȭÓ (ÅÁÄ ×ÉÔÈ 0Õffin 

Island.. (Ibid.).  

PREVIOUS WORK 

Herford E Hopps published a plan in 1869 of the monastic enclosure and church, also 

reporting on informal excavations on the churchyard within the north-east quadrant of 

the enclosure. He introduced his article by noting a rich antiquarian tradition of 

descriptions for Ynys Seiriol, saying; Ȭ4ÈÅ ÃÈÕÒÃÈȣ ÈÁÓ ÂÅÅÎ ÓÏ ÆÒÅÑÕÅÎÔÌÙ ÄÅÓÃÒÉÂÅÄ ÂÙ 

ÖÁÒÉÏÕÓ ÁÎÔÉÑÕÁÒÉÅÓȣȭ Subsequently Harold Hughes (1901, 86) described how he and his 

ÃÏÌÌÅÁÇÕÅ $Ò 7ÈÉÔÅ ÈÁÄ ÂÅÅÎ ȬÅÎÇÁÇÅÄ ÓÉÎÃÅ ΣΪΫΨ in examining and excavating the 

ÁÎÃÉÅÎÔ ÒÅÍÁÉÎÓȟ ÁÔ ÉÎÔÅÒÖÁÌÓȟ ÁÓ ÏÐÐÏÒÔÕÎÉÔÙ ÐÅÒÍÉÔÔÅÄȢȢȭȢ The Cadw Historic Assets 

Database (HAD) note part-excavations in 1894 and 1896. Hughes published a 

comprehensive account in 1901 of the development and architecture of the medieval 

church including numerous plans and elevations which have stood the test of time. 

The National Monuments Record of Wales has an archive of Royal Commission 

ÉÎÖÅÓÔÉÇÁÔÏÒȭÓ ÐÈÏÔÏÇÒÁÐÈÓ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÃÈÕÒÃÈ ÔÏ×ÅÒ ÔÁËÅÎ ÏÎ ΣΩ -ÁÒÃÈ ΣΫΤΫ while the Cadw 

HAD notes a full survey by the Royal Commission of the church and monastery in 1930, 

both contributing to the published account in the 1937 RCAHM Anglesey Inventory. 

In the post-war period the church tower and telegraph station were both listed on 30th 

*ÁÎÕÁÒÙ ΣΫΨΪȟ ÓÕÇÇÅÓÔÉÎÇ ÁÎ ÉÎÉÔÉÁÌ ÉÎÓÐÅÃÔÏÒȭÓ ÖÉÓÉÔ by the Ministry of Works during the 

later 1960s. The Cadw Historic Assets Database (HAD) records Field Monument Warden 

visits to AN064 on: 5 Aug 1986, 29 May 1992, 6 July 2010 when the Countryside Council 

for Wales cut a path to the site, and 21 June 2018, with  the CHERISH Survey Team.  

In terms of survey and conservation, GAT carried out a part survey in 1986 noting 

ȬȣÔÏ×ÅÒ ÈÁÄ ÄÅÔÅÒÉÏÒÁÔÅÄ ÓÉÎÃÅ ÔÈÅ ΣΫΥΡÓȭ (described above) while in June 1992, 

photographers Jean Williamson and Mick Sharp were contracted by Cadw to provide 

rectified photography of the inside and outside of the tower before conservation work 

began.Ȣ 4ÈÅ #ÁÄ× (!$ ÄÅÓÃÒÉÂÅ ÁÎ ÁÄÄÉÔÉÏÎÁÌ )ÎÓÐÅÃÔÏÒȭÓ ÖÉÓÉÔ ÏÎ 31 Aug 1995, probably in 

connection with  recording/conservation work underway at that time including the 

repointing of the tower. Further conservation work was carried out circa 2009. 
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Designations and Scheduling 

Puffin Island is an SPA for its large populations of puffin and breeding cormorant, and 

also a SSSI. The church & monastic settlement are scheduled as AN064 and is also a 

Grade II Listed Building No: 5538. The Telegraph station is Grade II Listed Building No: 

5529. 

 

Figure 24 Designated assets on Puffin Island: scheduled monument (red polygon) and listed 
buildings (blue points). (Cadw: Cof Cymru accessed 30-03-20; Crown Copyright). 

 

Figure 25 Puffin Island Telegraph Station, 21 June 2018: low stone structure 10m north-east of the 
station building, of uncertain function. It may be an ancillary structure or earlier farm building. 
Scale 1m (CHERISH Project CH2019_097_005). 
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CHERISH PROJECT SURVEY 

Methodology: Aerial Survey 

Comprehensive aerial surveys of Puffin Island were carried out in a Cessna 172 light 

aircraft for the CHERISH Project on 11th February 2016 (detailed winter sortie in low light, 

building evidence for the forthcoming project), 4th July 2018 (during intense drought) and 

on 21st June 2019 (for landscape views) to review and identify archaeological features in 

different seasonal and lighting conditions.   

 

Figure 26 Puffin Island at the height of the 2018 drought on 4th July 2018 (CHERISH Project, 
AP_2018_2293). 
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Figure 27  The heavily vegetated surroundings of the church, seen in winter conditions on 11th 
February 2016 (© Crown Copyright RCAHMW, AP_2016_0205). 
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Figure 28  Pleasure boat below the Carboniferous Limestone cliffs of Puffin Island, 21st June 2019 
(© CHERISH Project, CHE_21_06_2019_171). 
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Methodology: LiDAR capture and processing.  

At the start of the project, existing LiDAR coverage for the Welsh coastline and islands 

was poor.  Significant stretches of coast lacked any LiDAR data more accurate than 2m 

resolution, and data better than 0.5m resolution required for archaeological 

interpretation and mapping was absent for substantial stretches of the Welsh coast. No 

LiDAR existed for the principal Welsh islands including Skerries, Bardsey, the St Tudwals 

Islands, Ramsey and Grassholm; the 0.5m LiDAR covering Skomer and Skokholm was 

itself purchased for archaeological purposes by the Royal Commission in 2011 (Barker et 

al. 2012) and the western part of Puffin Island was crossed by an incomplete swathe of 

2m LiDAR data associated with survey of the adjacent mainland. 

In early February 2017 the Royal Commission tasked Bluesky International LTD to fly 

ΡȢΤΧÍ ȬÌÅÁÖÅÓ ÏÆÆȭ ÁÎÄ ȬÌÅÁÖÅÓ ÏÎȭ ,É$!2 ÄÁÔÁ ÆÏÒ ÔÈÅ ÓÉØ 7ÅÌÓÈ ÉÓÌÁÎÄÓ ÁÔ ÌÏ× ÔÉÄÅ (Driver 

and Hunt 2018). The survey was carried out during the winter on 24th February 2017 

when vegetation was as its lowest. The timing of the survey was also coincided with the 

ÌÏ× ÔÉÄÅÓ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÄÁÙ ÔÏ ÅÎÓÕÒÅ ÍÁØÉÍÕÍ ÄÁÔÁ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÉÓÌÁÎÄȭÓ ÌÁÎÄÍÁÓÓÅÓ ×ÁÓ ÃÁÐÔÕÒÅÄȢ  

The resulting LiDAR offered new and unparalleled views of the archaeological landscapes 

of these key Welsh islands and has provided an absolute fix (within the accuracy 

tolerances) on the topography and eroding coastlines of these islands for the purposes 

of future monitoring of climate change impacts and the modelling of sea-level rise 

scenarios. The technique had a particularly significant impact for Puffin Island where 

dense vegetation obscures all the significant archaeology around the monastic 

settlement; the $ÉÇÉÔÁÌ 4ÅÒÒÁÉÎ -ÏÄÅÌ ɉ$4-Ɋ ×ÈÉÃÈ ÅÆÆÅÃÔÉÖÅÌÙ ȬÓÔÒÉÐÓ Á×ÁÙȭ ÖÅÇÅÔÁÔÉÏÎ 

was able to offer a view of the Puffin Island landscape and its archaeology, without 

woodland or dense vegetation, for the first time in decades. 

Eight visualisations for each of the six Welsh islands were created from the LiDAR data 

using the Relief Visualization Toolbox (RVT), developed by the Institute of 

Anthropological and Spatial Studies of the Research Centre of the Slovenian Academy of 

Sciences and Arts (ZRCSAZU) funded through the Slovenian Research Agency and 

ArchaeoLandscapes Europe project (Kokalj, et al. 2013). The following visualisations were 

created: 

16 band multi directional hillshade  
Open positive 
Open negative  
Slope 
Simple local relief model  
Sky view factor 
Local Dominance 
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Each visualisation retained its original positional data, which meant they could be 

imported into programs such as ArcGIS as geo-referenced rasters for further processing 

and interpretation.  

As well as viewing the LiDAR visualisations in ArcGIS other software was used to assist in 

the interpretation of features which were not clear on the 2d visualisations. For this, 

!ÐÐÌÉÅÄ )ÍÁÇÅÒÙȭÓ ÆÒÅÅ 1ÕÉÃË 4ÅÒÒÁÉÎ 6ÉÅ×ÅÒ ÓÏÆÔ ÕÓÅÄ ×ÈÉÃÈ ÃÁÎ ÂÅ ÆÏÕÎÄ ÈÅÒÅȡ 

http://appliedimagery.com/download/. Using this software enabled a virtual light source 

to be moved around the model in real-time to illuminate it from different heights and 

angles. This meant that extra details not clearly visible on the 2d visualisations could be 

assessed in closer detail and more confident interpretations could be made.  

Transcribing from aerial sources including LiDAR  

All archaeological features were transcribed using established conventions adapted by 

#(%2)3( ÆÒÏÍ (ÉÓÔÏÒÉÃ %ÎÇÌÁÎÄȭÓ ÓÔÁÎÄÁÒÄ ÍÁÐÐÉÎÇ ÃÏÎÖÅÎÔÉÏÎÓ ÕÓÅÄ ÆÏÒ ÔÈÅÉÒ .ÁÔÉÏÎÁÌ 

Mapping Programme (NMP) project (Winton, 2010). Ditches and depressions were 

mapped as green polygons, raised banks as red polygons and structures as purple 

polygons. Existing records for archaeological features were updated and new records 

were created for newly discovered features. The relevant Monument Numbers were 

attached to each feature in ArcGIS via an attribute table. 

ASCII data collected during the LiDAR survey of the islands was utilised to compensate 

for changeable height in terrain at the site and imported into ArcGIS for interpretation 

and transcription. In the event georeferenced historic aerial photographs were not used 

for the transcription due to the strength of the LiDAR sources and the restricted nature 

of the archaeological remains across the summit plateau of the island.  

4ÒÁÎÓÃÒÉÐÔÉÏÎÓ ÏÆ ÁÌÌ ÆÅÁÔÕÒÅÓ ×ÅÒÅ ÐÒÏÄÕÃÅÄ ÕÓÉÎÇ %ÓÒÉȭÓ !ÒÃ')3 $ÅÓËÔÏÐ ΣΡȢΧȢΣ ÂÙ 

importing geo-rectified aerial photographs and lidar visualisations. Monument records 

were updated and created in National Record for the Historical Environment for Wales 

(NRHE) database. These are available online via the Coflein website 

(http://www.coflein.gov.uk/).   

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

http://appliedimagery.com/download/
http://www.coflein.gov.uk/
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Results of the new LiDAR survey 
 

The 0.25m resolution of the 2017 LiDAR survey had a huge impact on our understanding 

of the spatial layout and survival of the overgrown archaeological sites of Puffin Island, 

together with providing the first metrically accurate model of the island, its cliffs, paths 

and areas of vegetation for conservation and management purposes.  

Vegetation and woodland 

The Digital Surface Model (DSM) provides the first metrically accurate survey of 

woodland and vegetation across the island. In Figures 28 & 32 the medieval church 

stands out in a clearing in the alder woodland, but the majority of other archaeological 

features are completely obscured. Nevertheless the vegetation, grass and undergrowth 

have an important role in the life of nesting seabirds on the island. LiDAR Geotiffs for GIS 

use were provided by CHERISH to Liverpool University for their ongoing seabird research 

in 2018. 

  

Figure 29  Ynys Seiriol or Puffin Island. 2017 LiDAR DSM view showing extent of modern vegetation on the 
higher part of the island, the extant church tower (lower right) and modern paths ɀ cut in 2010 by CCW - 
through the vegetation approaching left and upper centre. Different types of vegetation among the alder 
woodland are discernible in this view (© CHERISH Project: flown by Bluesky International, 24th February 
2017). 

 



CH/RCAHMW 10 

 
© CHERISH PROJECT  32 2020 

 

 Figure 30   Ynys Seiriol or Puffin Island. With vegetation: 3D ArcScene DSM view from the north-
west showing the archaeological landscape largely obscured by scrub woodland, undergrowth 
and long grass (© CHERISH Project: flown by Bluesky International, 24th February 2017. 
Reference: CHR_04_04_02_05) 

 

Figure 31 Ynys Seiriol or Puffin Island. Without vegetation:  3D ArcScene DTM view from the north-
west showing the archaeological landscape cleared scrub woodland, revealing the buildings and 
earthworks of the monastic settlement (centre), ephemeral traces of ridge and furrow 
cultivation and medieval field boundaries (© CHERISH Project: flown by Bluesky International, 
24th February 2017. Reference: CHR_04_04_02_07). 
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The archaeological landscape revealed 

 

The vegetation-stripped LiDAR DTM offers the first clear view of the archaeological 

landscape of Puffin Island, clarifying the plan and position of previously-mapped features 

with new accuracy while also revealing new features. 

NPRN 527: CELL OF PENMON PRIORY ON PREISTHOLM ISLAND. The position and shape 

of the monastic settlement enclosure is clarified, allowing critical appraisal of the Royal 

#ÏÍÍÉÓÓÉÏÎȭÓ ΣΫΥΩ ÓÕÒÖÅÙ ɉÓÅÅ ÃÏÍÐÁÒÉÓÏÎ ÉÎ &ÉÇure 34). However the most dense 

vegetation at the heart of the complex means that individual cells and buildings on the 

LiDAR DTM still remain unclear as the airborne laser was unable to fully penetrate even 

the winter canopy. A newly-identified median boundary subdivides the north-eastern end 

of the enclosure beyond the church (NPRN 424033), while on the south-west side 

adjoining the monastic enclosure only two square field enclosures of an original three 

can be mapped with any clarity.  

A series of ragged surface stone quarries, ostensibly dug to provide stone for the original 

buildings, are revealed on the LiDAR immediately to the north-west of the enclosure.  

NPRN 710524: ANCILLARY BUILDINGS OR ENCLOSURES NE OF MONASTIC SETTLEMENT. 

Beyond the enclosure on the east side field boundaries and small buildings mapped by 

the Royal Commission in the 1930s can also be seen (Figures 8 & 34). The Royal 

Commission mapped the larger of these, a rectangular enclosure orientated east-west, 

with a linked smaller annexe on the north, at the junction of the polygonal field north of 

the monastery and the eastward boundary running out towards the Telegraph station. 

An agricultural role seems likely. LiDAR suggests only indistinct footings survive now 

under the vegetation, but with a slightly different plan than that mapped by the Royal 

Commission. The polygonal field immediately north of the monastic enclosure on the 

1937 plan cannot be recognised as an artificial boundary; instead the sharp edge of the 

natural rock plateau appears to define the field.  

NPRN 710517: RIDGE AND FURROW CULTIVATION. To the north-west of the monastic 

settlement a narrow band of ridge and furrow cultivation is evident running north-west 

from the highest part of the island down to the sea cliffs on the north side. The 

cultivation is bounded on the west side by a field boundary but is unenclosed to the east. 

Given its character and the width of the furrows this cultivation must be considered to be 

contemporary with the medieval, or even the early-medieval, settlement. Today the ridge 

and furrow is entirely obscured from view, even from the air in winter light, under a thick 

cover of woodland and bracken; this shows the power of LiDAR to reveal the most 

ephemeral history of Puffin Island. 
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NPRN 710522: ESCARPMENT BOUNDARY OR TRACKWAY. An escarpment boundary or 

trackway runs between the monastic enclosure and sheer cliffs on the southern side, 

striking north-east along the southern cliff line towards the modern Telegraph Station. 

NPRN 710518: PUFFIN ISLAND; CENTRAL AND WESTERN FIELD SYSTEM. The field system 

in the central and western part of the island was recognised and mapped by the Royal 

Commission in the 1930s but, as the LiDAR shows, only at a schematic level. It is not clear 

how one explains the discrepancies in the 1937 survey when compared to the LiDAR plot. 

Given the remote nature of the island, and the lack of availability of aerial photographs in 

the 1930s, it is conceivable that the publication plans were drawn up months later from 

inconsistent or incomplete field measurements. Two main field boundaries define the 

enclosures here, with a building or small farm (New to record, NPRN 710523), sited at 

their southern junction. One boundary strikes north to the northern sea cliffs, bounding 

the ridge and furrow on its east side; the other strikes west towards the south-west tip 

of the island, partly continuing down the limestone terraces of the western cliffs.  

NPRN 710519: PUFFIN ISLAND; D-SHAPED PROMONTORY ENCLOSURE ABOVE WEST 

SPIT. A D-shaped promontory enclosure occupies a sunken position on the limestone 

terrace above coastal slopes on the south-west tip of the island, backed by high 

ȬÌÁÎÄ×ÁÒÄȭ ÃÌÉÆÆÓ ÁÎÄ ÏÖÅÒÌÏÏËÉÎÇ ÔÈÅ ÌÁÎÄÉÎÇ ÐÏÉÎÔȢ (ÕÇÈÅÓ ɉΣΫΡΣȟ &ÒÏÎÔÉÓÐÉÅÃÅɊ ÓÅÅÍs to 

indicate an enclosure at this point on his sketch map; today the ledge here is heavily 

overgrown and the enclosure invisible. There are questions about the origin and function 

of the site. It may well be a functional field enclosure sited on a well-defined and 

bounded ledge to enable stock to be separated or kept at this location, perhaps on the 

×ÁÙ ÔÏ ÁÎÄ ÆÒÏÍ ÅÍÂÁÒËÁÔÉÏÎ ÆÒÏÍ ÔÈÅ ÉÓÌÁÎÄȭÓ ÂÅÁÃÈȢ (Ï×ÅÖÅÒ ÔÈÅÒÅ ÉÓ ÁÌÓÏ ÔÈÅ 

possibility that it represents a simple defended settlement sited in a protected position 

with easy access to the coast. It may therefore be a prehistoric enclosure, or an early 

medieval structure. 
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Figure 32 Ynys Seiriol or Puffin Island. Digital Terrain Model (DTM) from the north-west showing 
the position of promontory enclosure and other earthwork features in relief (© CHERISH Project: 
flown by Bluesky International, 24th February 2017. Reference CHR_04_04_02_08) 
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Figure 33 Ynys Seiriol or Puffin Island. Digital Surface Model (DSM) showing the vegetation 
patterns across the island, picked out with multi hill shading. (© CHERISH Project: flown by 
Bluesky International, 24th February 2017. Reference CHR_04_04_02_11) 
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Figure 34 Ynys Seiriol or Puffin Island. 2017 LiDAR DTM view of the central part of the island 
rendered with a 16-point hillshade, revealing a range of new features and providing a more 
accurate spatial plan of the monastic enclosures surveyed in 1937 (© CHERISH Project: flown by 
Bluesky International, 24th February 2017). 
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Figure 35 Comparison of 2017 ,É$!2 $4- ÓÕÒÖÅÙ ɉÌÅÆÔȟ ×ÉÔÈ ÖÅÇÅÔÁÔÉÏÎ ȬÓÔÒÉÐÐÅÄȭɊ ÁÎÄ ΣΫΥΩ 2ÏÙÁÌ 
Commission survey (right) highlighting inaccuracies in the original survey, particularly evident 
with the field enclosures mapped to the west of the monastic settlement associated with the 
ȬÍÏÄÅÒÎ ÂÕÉÌÄÉÎÇȭȢ .ÏÔÅ ÁÌÓÏ ÔÈÅ ÔÁÂÕÌÁÒ ÃÈÁÒÁÃÔÅÒ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÂÅÄÒÏÃË ȬÓÈÅÌÖÅÓȭ ÔÏ ÔÈÅ ÎÏÒÔÈ ÁÎÄ ÅÁÓÔ 
of the monastic settlement revealed on the LiDAR plot, providing naturally scarp -bounded areas 
ÆÏÒ ÃÕÌÔÉÖÁÔÉÏÎ ÁÃÒÏÓÓ ÔÈÅ ÉÓÌÁÎÄȭÓ ÓÕÍÍÉÔȢ ɉ© CHERISH Project: flown by Bluesky International, 
24th February 2017) 
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Figure 36 Ynys Seiriol or Puffin Island. Digital Terrain Model (DTM) showing whole of the island 
with multi hill shading, showing also the tidal beach and landing point at West Spit. (© CHERISH 
Project: flown by Bluesky International, 24th February 2017. Reference CHR_04_04_02_14) 
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Figure 37  Ynys Seiriol or Puffin Island. Digital Terrain Model (DTM) showing whole of the island 
with multi hill shading and transcription of archaeological features (© CHERISH Project: flown by 
Bluesky International, 24th February 2017. Reference CHR_04_04_02_15) 
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Figure 38  Ynys Seiriol or Puffin Island. Detail of the Digital Terrain Model (DTM) with multi hill 
shading and transcription of archaeological features (© CHERISH Project: flown by Bluesky 
International, 24th February 2017. Reference CHR_04_04_02_15) 

Survey of the medieval church, NPRN 424033 

Two visits were carried out for the EU-funded CHERISH Project by staff from the Royal 

Commission; on 21st June accompanied by Jeff Spencer, Cadw, for laser scanning 

(described below) and on 26th November 2018 to undertake drone photogrammetry of 

the top of the tower and other upper surfaces of the ruins which were inaccessible to the 

earlier ground-based laser scanning. The November 2018 completed the baseline 

monitoring survey for the standing structures and included a rapid written record, below. 

Building condition description 2018 

Description from 1937 Royal Commission Anglesey Inventory (p. 142): 'The Tower (8 3/4 

ft square) is one of two stages with a squat pyramidal stone roof. On the E wall is visible 

the roof line of the early chancel with that of the 13th century above. The crossing has 

original round arches in the E and W walls both built of rubble with chamfered imposts. 

Above the centre of the E arch a Roman box tile is built in. In the S wall is an opening with 

a roughly-constructed semi-circular arch cutting through the reveals of a narrow round-

headed window; the arch was inserted at a later date to give access to a transept, the 

site of which is now occupied by a modern cottage. The upper stage is marked by a plain 

projecting string course and has original round-headed windows in each wall, those to 

the S and W of two lights with the shafts missing. The floors have disappeared.' 

 


















































