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Introduction: 

On-site Archaeology was commissioned by Arcliitect, G. Bailey on 
behalf of Mack and Lawler Builders Ltd. of Selby to imdertake an 
archaeological watching brief during the excavation of foundation 
trenches for the proposed redevelopment of 25 Finkle Street, Selby, 
(see figure 1). The District Council had consented to the demolition of 
a grade 2 listed building on the site and for its replacement by a two 
Storey shop/office. The Coimcil had attached a "Watching Brief 
condition in relation to the new scheme. (Condition No.5 of planning 
consent 8/19/665D/PA). Demolition took place in July 1997 and the 
watching brief took place immediately thereafter. 

Figure 1: Site Location 
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The site was considered to be of particular importance as it was hoped 
that it would give some indication as to the nature of the archaeological 
deposits at the Finkle Street Frontage and perhaps give some idea as to 
the date at which the street was laid out and the later sequence of 
occupation. 

Historical Background. 

Prior to the Norman Conquest Uttle is known about settlement in the 
Selby Region. This is perhaps as a result of the fact that the area is 
located in the centre of what was one of Britain's largest post-glacial 
lakes, the so-called "Lake Humber". Even after this lake subsequently 
began to drain into the North Sea, Selby was still submerged beneath 
the Himiber marine estuary. It is therefore in an extremely low lying 
area and as such not considered to be an ideal settlement site. 

The first continuous occupation of the Selby area is therefore imsure. 
The traditional academic view is that the area was so inhospitable that 
it was avoided by all early settiers up to and including the Romans. One 
writer described the Selby area during the period of Roman occupation 
as "an irrelevant interlude, intractable even to their remarkable 
technological and road building skills". It is interesting therefore to note 
that recent archaeological excavations by M.A.P. Archaeological 
Consultancy between the north end of Gowthorpe and Selby dam have 
uncovered evidence of probable Roman occupation. It was hoped that 
the Finkle Street development would provide a fiirther opportunity to 
uncover deposits close to one of the major street fi'ontages and might 
shed more light on this interesting new aspect of the development of the 
town. 

The history of Selby since the Norman Conquest is well documented, 
due to the foundation of the Abbey in 1070, although the date at which 
Finkle street itself was laid out is unknown. The name of the street may 
however give us a clue. The word, formerly 'Fenkle' is derived fi'om 
the Anglo-Scandinavian word "vzwc/e", meaning an angle or comer. 
The presence of a possible Anglo-Scandinavian coimection close to the 
City of York with its known links to the Vikings, on a river which links 
the two towns to the North Sea is perhaps not unexpected. 

Excavations in 1854 for drainage along Finkle Street revealed traces of 
soUdly built stone structures which have been interpreted as part of a 
Norman Castie, although this remains unproved. 
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Watching Brief Methodology 

Following the demolition of the previous building, the bulk of the 
building debris was removed and the area levelled. Only at that stage 
was it possible to design in detail the proposed new foundations and 
outiine a programme for their construction. This was because the nature 
of the underlying material was unknown so it was not possible to 
detemiine what materials and depth of constmction would be required 
to build appropriate foundations for the new building. In addition the 
standing buildings to either side were not considered to be sufficientiy 
well founded to allow deep excavation to be undertaken over any great 
length, adjacent to the party walls. 

In order to estabUsh the nature of the underlying strata for the purpose 
of designing the new foundations, a strip was excavated by JCB along 
the centre of the development area at right angles to the Finkle Street 
fi^ontage. This trench was excavated to a depth of 0.70 metres below 
the current pavement level, leaving 1.5 metres on the northem side and 
0.95 metres on the south. This material was left in order to provide 
support for the adjacent buildings. It was initiaUy intended that this 
would be removed in a series of "bays" not exceeding 5 metres in 
length into which fhe appropriate foundation materials would later be 
placed. In the event the imderlying strata was found to be sufficiently 
firm to support the floor slab without the need for deeper foundation at 
either side of the site adjacent to the adjoining properties. The series of 
"bays" that were initially intended were not therefore later excavated. 

The watching brief therefore comprised the observation of the initial 
removal of the upper 0.70m of material over the whole of the site. 
During this process, the whole of the revealed surface was hand 
cleaned to reveal the superficial material and the opportunity was taken 
to excavate a number of discrete evaluation trenches in order to 
observe the underlying material. In addition a brick floor and related 
features of early modem date was recorded, (see below). The 
evaluation trenches were excavated by JCB under the supervision of 
the representative fi-om On-Site Archaeology, Karl Hulka. The 
watching brief was imdertaken on Friday the 11^ of July and Monday 
file 14* of July 1997. 
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Watching Brief: Results 

The removal of the mixed modem brick mbble overburden over the 
whole of the site revealed a single feature of note, approximately 12 
metres froin MeTmkle Street fi-ontage, aligned roughly parallel to tiie 
street. 

This comprised a brick floor with associated wall footings, (See figures 
2 and 3). Its westem perimeter comprised a line of reused 
magnesium limestone blocks set in a clay fiUed constmction trench. 
The area of the floor to the east and north was terminated by brick 
footings which would have presumably supported brick built waUs. 

The east-west intemal dimension of the floor was 2.5m. Its north-south 
dimension however remains unknown as its continuation lay under 
unexcavated material towards the edge of the site. The floor itself was 
divided diagonally by a double row of bricks which formed a shaUow 
drain running into a brick lined sump or soak away in the north-west 
comer of the feature. 

To the east of the eastem perimeter of this brick floor there was 
evidence for further brick flooring, the buUc of which had been removed 
in antiquity. 

The juxtaposition of these brick built features would appear to indicate 
that the surviving floor area represents the open yard to the rear of a 
brick built property which would have fronted onto Finkle Street itself. 
The presence of this stmcture directly beneath material of modem date 
would indicate that this is a feature of relatively recent date. 

Figure 2: Brick Built Structure 
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Once the modem material had been removed over the whole ofthe site 
and it had been decided that it was unlikely that there would be the 
need to excavate to greater depth in order to constmct the intended 
foundations for the new development, the opportunity was taken to 
excavate four small trial trenches in order to attempt to estabUsh the 
nature and sequence of deposits at the site. These trenches were 
machine excavated and each measured 1.7 metres in length, and 
approximately 1 metre in width. 

In each case mixed deposits of disturbed sand and clay containing 
modem material were encountered close to the surface. The removal of 
this material revealed a dark horizon of black silty clay in each trench. 
Although undated, this material was waterlogged at the time of 
excavation, high in humic content and clearly represents the uppermost 
significant archaeological deposit on the site. The height at which this 
material was located, was recorded in each trench:-

Trial Trench 1: 4.94m.O.D. 
Trial Trench 2: 4.82m.O.D. 
Trial Trench 3: 4.67m.O.D. 
Trial Trench 4: 4.63m.O.D. 

r\ Location of trial trenches 

^ Brick built structure 

Figure 3 
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As can be seen fi-om the location of the four trial trenches in Figure 3 
and the relative height of this deposit at the base of each of the trial 
fi-enches, it is clear that there is a sUght slope downwards fi-om the fi-ont 
to the rear of the property in the general direction of the Selby Dam, 
which lies to the north west of the area currently under consideration. It 
is also clear that Finkle Street was laid out in order to take advantage of 
this shght rise in height and consequent lowering of the risk of flood 
inundation. It would not be unreasonable to infer that this sloping 
surface would represent an adequate model on which to propose the 
height and slope of any preserved archaeological deposits in adjacent 
properties. 

Nick Pearson 
On-Site Archaeology 
September 1997 

References 

Selby: A Guide for Visitors: Ron Freeman, Dalesman Books 1978 

Selby Abbey and Town: Professor R.B. Dobson, FBA, Selby Abbey 
Tmst, 1993. 

On-Site Archaeology YORYM: 1997.65 


