
Beach Treasures 

Living in Scilly you spend a lot of time near the water, on the water, in the water (well maybe not so much in, as it’s cold, 
but definitely the other two!); the sea is never more than half a mile away. 

The love of the big, wet, salty blue stuff is weaved into the very fabric of your existence and, if you’re anything like me, 
when you travel to the Mainland and end up inland you feel your very essence being crushed.  The call of the sea is 
something that you simply can’t ignore. 

Over the years I’ve started to notice things changing around our Islands; the 
pristine beaches I remember from my childhood are blighted with all sorts of 
manmade things.  A stroll around the uninhabited Islands is accompanied not 
only by the sounds of sea birds but also the recognisable sound of crunching 
plastic bottles, growing in, underfoot.  Our rugged granite coastal strips are 
dappled with marine debris.  Even the sand on the beaches is no longer just 
white; if you look closely it’s flecked with orange, pink, blue, purple….every 
colour you can imagine really. 

I know, it’s not just Scilly, it’s everywhere.  If you think about it too much it 
can make you feel quite depressed; especially when you consider some of 

the research that is out there.  Did you know….?  

“Worldwide we are dumping the equivalent of one refuse truck of rubbish into the sea every minute?”   

And… 

“320 million tons of new plastic is produced every year and since the invention of the first synthetic plastic in 1907 every 
piece of plastic ever made is still in existence” 

Or how about…. 

“We are all ingesting plastic on a daily basis as microscopic pieces are now found in fish, meat, milk and even honey to 
name but a few things” 

The facts are scary and can leave you feeling very much like there is nothing you can do.  But if we all do something, even 
just a little something, it will make a difference.  No defeatist attitude here! 

 

So where am I going with all this? 

I spend many hours on our beaches, in my spare time, and inevitably I return with bags of marine debris I have collected 
or pockets full of brightly coloured, tiny pieces of plastic and, like I said, it can be depressing.   

I also spend many hours thinking about the problem at work and, as it’s a part of my job, wondering how I can inform, 
educate and encourage others to do something, anything, without coming across as being a crazy, tree-hugging, eco-
warrior and completely turning them off to the issue (I’m not sure I succeed though, I think most people still think I’m 
crazy!) 

A few years back now I started to take more of an interest in what I was picking up off of our beaches, the languages 
written on certain things, how worn or new items looked, the quantities of specific objects washing ashore and I ended 
up joining a number of social media beachcombing groups.   

My eyes were opened to whole new world.  A world where people are curious; where they want to make a difference but 
also have fun doing it; where being environmentally friendly doesn’t mean being preachy or condescending.  It just means 
having fun and doing something positive in the process. 

We go to the beach and we come away with pockets, bags, boxes full of marine debris but we also find “modern treasure” 
and marvel at where it’s come from and wonder what stories it could tell if it could just talk. 

 



Only Smarties have the answer… 

On the 25th March 2016 I found my first Smartie lid on the beach, at Shark’s Pit.  I’d heard about them turning up on 
beaches a lot and had befriended Michelle Costello of Smartie Lids on the Beach on Facebook and Instagram but until last 
year I’d never found one.  It turns out that not only had I found one, I’d found a pretty special one!   

You see you can date Smartie lids fairly accurately depending on a whole variety of 
factors including size, colour, the style of letters or numbers etc; the one I’d found turned 
out to be from the 1960’s.  For a fifty year old piece of 
plastic that had potentially been washing around in the 
sea for some time it was in pretty good condition. 

Since this time I’ve found a number of Smartie lids on the 
beach, including my most recent find on the 27th 
February 2017 at Porth Hellick.  This trumped my first 
find hands (or should that be lids?) down; no number, no 
letter, very square, sharp edges and day glow orange; on 

looking it up and asking around this one dates back to the 1950’s.  Nearly seventy years 
old and pretty much intact! 

Lego Lost at Sea…. 

I’d heard the legend of the Tokio Express; the container ship that lost nearly five million 
pieces of Lego when it was hit by a huge wave in 1997.  Despite years of looking I’d 
never found a piece; then on the  6th June 2016 (whilst telling a visiting school of the 
delights of beachcombing and the things that they may find if they look hard enough) I 
found my first flipper.  Ecstatic, as a description, doesn’t even come close! 

Since this time, I’ve befriended Tracey Williams, Lego Lost at Sea guru, and found a 
number of pieces from the Lego Lost at Sea cargo, including seagrass, more flippers, 
flowers, breathing apparatus and spear guns but I’m yet to find the elusive dragon or 
octopus! 

Things from across the pond…. 

It’s not really that surprising that the things I’ve written about so far wash up on our beaches; who didn’t eat Smarties 
when they were a kid and, if ships lose containers off of Lands’ End, chances are we will end up with something from them 
at some time. 

On the 29th November 2015, I found a goose-barnacle covered buff with “Aces High” painted on it; it’d clearly been in 
the sea a long time.  By the powers of social media, I managed to track the buff to the F/V Aces High in Rhode Island, USA. 

Since this time, I’ve found Lobster tags, vents and other trap accessories that 
have travelled across the Atlantic.  The first was found at a beach clean on 
the 5th March 2016 and handed to me; an orange piece of plastic with “J. 
Clemons – 1248” on.  That evening I posted a picture on Facebook, tagged a 
few different group members and sat back to see what happened.  On the 
20th March there was a comment from a Kathleen Clemons, “Hey, that tag 
came from my husband in Harpswell, Maine, USA!” 

Similarly on the 7th March 2017 I found another tag with “J.Billings - 4380 and 0000846” 
on it; posted a picture on FaceBook, tagged a couple of people from a couple of groups 
and within 2 hours (yes TWO hours!) a message popped up  “Mike Billings is it Joel's?” 
and the response from Mike Billings “Yep I’d say so haha.. wow!  Jenna Billings!” 

I made contact with Jenna and asked if she could shed some light on where the tag originated from she responded that 
her partner fishes out of Stonington, Maine, USA; so that little tag has travelled approximately 2,874 miles across the 
Atlantic and by chance happened to wash up in Scilly. 

It may be rubbish now but it’s rubbish with a history that is traceable and it’s a fantastic way to meet new people! 

https://www.facebook.com/kathleen.clemons?fref=ufi&rc=p
https://www.facebook.com/mike.billings.50?hc_location=ufi
https://www.facebook.com/mike.billings.50?fref=ufi


Up, Up and away… 

Balloons are rapidly becoming my pet hate…these beautiful, brightly coloured pieces of 
plastic that fly through the air cause untold damage to our wildlife and environment; 
both on land and at sea.  Mistaken for food by cows, horses, turtles and dolphins and 
ultimately, at their worst, killing pets, livestock and wildlife. 

Many councils across the UK have banned balloon releases and even the use of balloons 
for promoting events and business. Fortunately for us Scilly doesn’t seem to be balloon 
crazy.  I guess the fact that it’s nearly always windy makes using balloons a little 
impractical but whatever the reason from my point of view it’s a good thing. 

However, I still regularly pick up balloons on our beaches in varying degraded states; so, where do they come from?  
Everywhere and anywhere is the simple answer, depending on the wind strength and direction. 

It is possible to track and trace branded balloons and I have done this for many that I’ve 
removed from our shores. 

• 27th November 2016 – Chinneck Shaw~Love Baffins balloon found: place of origin 
Portsmouth & probable release time less than 24 hours earlier (240 miles in less than 
24 hours)  
• 14th May 2017 – Angus Steakhouse balloon: place of origin London (Distance 
travelled a minimum of 289 miles) 
• 16th May 2017 – McDonalds Happy Meal Balloon found: our closest McDonald’s 
is 36.7 miles away.  I find a lot of McDonald’s balloons 

Have you got the bottle…? 

My current “obsession” is plastic bottles.  The Marine Conservation Society 
are running the #WildBottleSighting campaign, gathering evidence to 
support the introduction of a plastic bottle deposit return scheme across the 
UK.  This is already done in many Scandinavian countries and many states in 
America and given the numbers of plastic bottles found around our coastline, 
this can only be a good thing, surely? 

I’ve been logging and collecting plastic bottles washed ashore on Scilly since 
the New Year now and to date, by myself and not including any that have 
been collected during organised beach cleans, I have collected nearly 4000 
plastic bottles; washed in from the Atlantic.  Ironically approximately 75% of 

these bottles are water bottles with beautiful sounding names like Natural Pure, Pure Ocean or Celtic Pure.  Single use 
plastic bottles that could be recycled or not even needed if people bought themselves a reusable bottle and refilled it 
from the tap. 

I could probably carry on for a few more pages yet, there’s still Nurdles and Biobeads, Fishy Filaments and Fathoms Free, 
Microfibres and Microbeads, Fishing for Litter and Take Three for the Sea, the Flotsam Ark and Army, HP Cartridges and 
Vanish Bottles and so much more.  All of this makes beachcombing and collecting marine debris a little more interesting 
and a little less soul destroying; bringing people together from all over the world.  What child won’t go to the beach in the 
hope of finding Lego from a “shipwreck” and collect a few bits of plastic in the process? 

So, next time you’re at the beach, don’t just ignore what’s been washed ashore or feel sad and defeated.  Pick a few bits 
up, even if it’s just three bits.  Think about where it might have come from; look for clues; ask around; you never know it 
may even be a real treasure or lead to new friendships.  It’s not just rubbish or debris, it’s a story and it could be your 
story.  


