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1. NON-TECHNICAL SUMMARY 

1.1 An archaeological monitoring and recording exercise was undertaken in August 2009 close to 

the southern boundary of St. Robert of Newminster School, Biddick Lane, Washington, Tyne 

and Wear. The central National Grid Reference of the site is NZ 3082 5477. 

1.2 The investigation, undertaken by Pre-Construct Archaeology Limited and commissioned by 

Northern Electric Distribution Limited, involved monitoring groundworks associated with the 

installation of an underground electricity supply for St. Robert of Newminster School. The 

supply route began to the east on Biddick Lane, running northwards along the pavement before 

turning south-westwards to run along the northern edge of a former railway embankment, now 

a cycle path skirting the southern boundary of the school, and then turning to the north to enter 

the school grounds. 

1.3 The work was carried out following a recommendation by the Tyne and Wear Archaeology 

Officer. The cycle path to the south of the school follows the route of the former Stanhope and 

Tyne Railway. This was constructed in 1834 to transport coal to limestone kilns at Stanhope 

Quarry and convey limestone from the quarry but was subsequently used for passenger and 

freight services, before closing in 1981. With the route of the electricity supply crossing the line 

of the former railway at Biddick Lane and then running south-westwards alongside its 

embankment, the work was considered to have potential to disturb archaeological remains of 

the industrial era. 

1.4 No deposits of archaeological significance were recorded during the work. In the area where 

the cable trench crossed the line of the former railway on Biddick Lane, modern disturbance 

associated with existing services was recorded. For most of the section of cable trench running 

along the northern edge of the railway embankment, a thin deposit of coal waste overlay 

natural boulder clay, this possibly related to the embankment. In the south-westernmost portion 

of the trench, modern disturbance was recorded. 
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2. INTRODUCTION 

2.1 General Background 

2.1.1 This report describes the methodology and results of an archaeological monitoring and 

recording exercise (hereafter 'watching brief’) carried out close to the southern boundary of St. 

Robert of Newminster School, Biddick Lane, Washington, Tyne and Wear (Figure 1).  

2.1.2 The watching brief was undertaken 24-26 August 2009 by Pre-Construct Archaeology Limited 

(PCA) and the work was commissioned by Northern Electric Distribution Limited (NEDL). The 

investigation took place in association with the installation of an underground electricity supply 

for St. Robert of Newminster School. 

2.1.3 The archaeological work was undertaken following a recommendation by the Tyne and Wear 

Archaeology Officer (TWAO). The supply route crosses and runs alongside the line of the 

former Stanhope and Tyne Railway, so that the installation had the potential to disturb 

important archaeological remains of the industrial era. 

2.1.4 A Specification for the undertaking of the watching brief was issued by the TWAO.1 The broad 

aim of the work was to allow preservation by record of archaeological remains encountered 

during intrusive groundworks, namely the excavation of the trench to house a cable to carry the 

electricity supply.  

2.1.5 At the time of writing, the project archive is housed at the Northern Office of PCA, at Unit N19a, 

Tursdale Business Park, Durham. The completed project archive, comprising written, drawn, 

and photographic records will be ultimately deposited at Tyne and Wear Museums, Arbeia, 

South Shields, under the site code SRW 09. The Online AccesS to the Index of Archaeological 

InvestigationS (OASIS) reference number is: preconst1-64383. 

2.2 Site Location and Description 

2.2.1 The site is located adjacent to the southern boundary of St. Robert of Newminster School, 

Biddick Lane, Washington, Tyne and Wear. Its central National Grid Reference is NZ 3082 

5477 (Figure 1). The school is situated on the north edge of Fatfield, one of the villages that 

form the modern conurbation of Washington. 

2.2.2 The route of the electricity cable began to the west on Biddick Lane, running northwards along 

the pavement along the west side of the highway for c. 50m. It then turned to the south-west to 

run c. 150m along the northern edge of the former railway embankment that skirts the southern 

boundary of the school. The route then turned to the north, running for c. 20m and entering the 

school grounds (Figure 2). 

2.2.3 The portion of the former Stanhope and Tyne Railway running through Washington forms part 

of the Consett & Sunderland Railway Path, part of the ‘C2C’, a National Cycle Network route. 

Woodland and shrubbery bounded the portion of the cycle path where the work herein 

described took place. 

                                                 
1 Newcastle City Council, 2009. The document is included as Appendix A to this report. 
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2.3 Geology and Topography  

2.3.1 The site lies within the eastern central portion of the Durham Coalfield, west of the late Permian 

age Magnesian Limestone escarpment that runs north-south through Sunderland. The solid 

geology of this lower lying ground below the Limestone outcrop is the Carboniferous age Upper 

and Middle Coal Measures, consisting of a succession of mudstones, siltstones, sandstones 

and coals.2  

2.3.2 Across much of the wider area, bedrock is concealed beneath a mantle of superficial or drift 

deposits of Quaternary age. These largely comprise boulder clay, known locally in the 

Washington area as Pelaw Clay. Boulder clays are typically extensive, c. 10m thick in most 

places. Relatively thick deposits of laminated clay occur locally in buried valley locations, such 

as Birtley to the west of the study site, where such deposits were extensively exploited for 

brick-making. Pockets of sand and gravel are also known in the Washington area. 

2.3.3 The main geographical feature in the wider area is the River Wear, which flows c. 1km to the 

south and c. 1.2km to the east of the site, carving a meandering path through the 

Carboniferous rock and then, further east, through the Permian Magnesian Limestone towards 

its outlet at Sunderland. 

2.4 Planning Background 

2.4.1 The Tyne and Wear Specialist Conservation Team, part of the Historic Environment Section of 

Newcastle City Council, undertakes archaeological development control - including 

consultations on the archaeological implications of utility schemes - throughout Tyne and Wear. 

As the cable installation crosses the route of the former Stanhope and Tyne Railway, the 

TWAO, part of the Specialist Conservation Team, considered that there was potential for 

important archaeological remains to be disturbed by the work. 

2.4.2 In considering the archaeological implications of any utility scheme, the Specialist Conservation 

Team is mindful of the policy framework set by government guidance, in this instance the 

document ‘Planning Policy Guidance Note 16: ‘Archaeology and Planning’ (PPG 16),3 as well 

as existing Development Plan policy. At a local level, the Sunderland City Council Unitary 

Development Plan, adopted in 1998, 4 contains several policies relating to archaeology, of 

which the following are most relevant: 

B11. THE CITY COUNCIL WILL PROMOTE MEASURES TO PROTECT THE 
ARCHAEOLOGICAL HERITAGE OF SUNDERLAND AND ENSURE THAT ANY 
REMAINS DISCOVERED WILL BE EITHER PHYSICALLY PRESERVED OR 
RECORDED. 

 
B13. THE CITY COUNCIL WILL SEEK TO SAFEGUARD SITES OF LOCAL 
ARCHAEOLOGICAL SIGNIFICANCE. WHEN DEVELOPMENT AFFECTING SUCH IS 
ACCEPTABLE IN PRINCIPLE, THE COUNCIL WILL SEEK TO ENSURE 
MITIGATION OF DAMAGE THROUGH PRESERVATION OF THE REMAINS IN SITU 
AS A PREFERRED SOLUTION. WHERE THE PHYSICAL PRESERVATION OF 
REMAINS IN THE ORIGINAL SITUATION IS NOT FEASIBLE, EXCAVATION FOR 
THE PURPOSE OF RECORDING WILL BE REQUIRED. 

                                                 
2 Smith 1994. 
3 Department of the Environment 1990. PPG16 is currently under review as part of a consultation paper (July 2009) 
on a new planning policy statement on the historic environment.  
4 From the Sunderland City Council website. 
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2.4.2 The aforementioned Specification for the archaeological investigation was prepared by the 

TWAO. In broad terms, the investigation aimed to record archaeological remains exposed 

during the cable installation.  

2.5 Archaeological and Historical Background 

The Specification prepared by the Tyne and Wear Specialist Conservation Team is the source 
of much the following information - the research and writing of those responsible is gratefully 
acknowledged. The online version of the Tyne and Wear Historic Environment Record (HER) 
has also been consulted.  

2.5.1 Prehistoric finds from the Washington area on the HER include a flint dagger and microlith 

(HER 329 and 330) of probable Mesolithic date and Neolithic polished axes (HER 342, 345 and 

355). A Bronze Age round barrow (HER 318) was excavated at the turn of the 20th century in 

Fatfield. 

2.5.2 There is little evidence for any Roman activity in the general vicinity, with a hoard of 60 coins of 

4th century date (HER 341) being the only substantial evidence for the Roman period. The 

area was probably farmed by the native population throughout this period with no major military 

or civilian centres of population known.  

2.5.3 The village of Washington (HER 352) is mentioned in the Boldon Book in 1183, but the name 

itself is thought to indicate an Anglo-Saxon origin. Although the size of the village is not known, 

it is thought that, by the 12th century, the church and the manorial hall lay within the interior of 

a moat, which defined the limits of the village. Early maps show two scattered rows of buildings 

separated by a wide green street.  

2.5.4 Mining is first recorded at Washington in 1702 and developed on an industrial scale in the mid 

18th century with waggonways built to transport the coal, notably the Washington waggonway 

from 1764. Coal workings are the most numerous class of site listed on the HER for the area. 

After the last colliery was closed in 1968, Washington was redeveloped as a New Town. 

Collieries and waggonways were also opened in Fatfield from the 18th century onwards, 

including Fatfield waggonway (HER 3018).  

2.5.5 The Stanhope and Tyne Railway (HER 2290) originally opened in 1834. It was built by the 

Stanhope and Tyne Railway Company following an Act of Parliament, although the company 

quickly went bankrupt and the railway had several subsequent owners. The line was designed 

to carry coal from collieries to the kilns in the limestone quarries at Stanhope, and limestone 

back again. Construction utilised iron fish-bellied rails on stone blocks and the gauge of the line 

was 4ft 8 inches. 

2.5.6 Passenger services between South Shields and Durham commenced in 1835, this being the 

first public railway on Tyneside. Passenger services on this line ceased east of Washington in 

1853 and west of Washington in 1869. Latterly, the National Coal Board used the line until it 

was closed to freight traffic in 1966 and the line finally closed in 1981. The track was lifted and 

the section from Consett to Washington East became part of the cycle route along the Consett 

& Sunderland Railway Path. Much of the dismantled railway line remains unused. 

2.5.7 A coke depot (HER 303) was also noted within the area on the North Eastern Railway Pontop 

and South Shields Railway. 
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2.6 Aims and Objectives 

2.6.1 In broad terms, the aim of the watching brief was to record the character of any archaeological 

remains exposed as a result of groundworks for the electricity supply to St. Robert of 

Newminster School, Biddick Lane, Washington. 

2.6.2 The specific objective was to record any archaeological remains of the original trackbed, stone 

blocks or rails of the Stanhope and Tyne Railway. 

2.6.3 The project had the potential to make a significant contribution to archaeological knowledge of 

the area. Shared Visions: The North-East Regional Research Framework for the Historic 

Environment (NERRF),5 a document that highlights the importance of research as a vital 

element of development-led archaeological work, identifies the following key priority within the 

research agenda for the post-medieval (PM) period that is likely to be of direct relevance to the 

project: 

PM2. Early railways. 

Ongoing research needs to recognise the role of the North East in the development of 
the early railways, with several key areas of investigation having been identified. 

Investigations should focus on the early waggonways and pre-locomotive hauled lines, 
whilst also recognising the potential archaeological importance of terminals, and 
specifically the development of coal staithes. Existing landscape features along the 
course of known early waggonways require survey, which if possible, should include 
railway formations, track beds and gradients. 

The routes of early railways should be plotted on the HERs of the region, through 
archival research on early documentary and cartographic sources. 

 

                                                 
5 Petts and Gerrard 2006. 
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3. ARCHAEOLOGICAL METHODOLOGY 

3.1 Fieldwork 

3.1.1 The fieldwork was undertaken in accordance with the Specification compiled by the TWAO and 

in accordance with the relevant standard and guidance document of the Institute for 

Archaeologists (IfA).6 PCA is an IfA-Registered Organisation (RO 23).  

3.1.2 The groundworks comprised excavation of an open-cut trench to house the underground cable 

for the electricity supply. The trench, which was mechanically excavated using a tracked ‘mini-

digger’, measured on average 0.25m wide and 0.55m deep. The westernmost portion of the 

trench ran northwards along the pavement of Biddick Lane for a distance of c. 50m before 

turning to run south-westwards, along the northern edge of the former railway embankment for 

a distance of c. 150m. The final, south-westernmost, portion ran northwards for c. 20m into the 

school grounds, although archaeological monitoring of this section was not required as it 

extended away from the former railway embankment at right angles.  

3.1.3 Archaeological deposits revealed in the cable trench were recorded using the ‘single context 

recording’ method on the PCA pro forma ‘Context Recording Sheet’.  

3.2 Post-excavation 

3.2.1 The stratigraphic data for the project is represented by the written, drawn and photographic 

records. In total, five archaeological contexts were defined during the watching brief. Post-

excavation work involved checking and collating site records. A written summary of the 

archaeological sequence was then compiled, as described below. 

3.2.2 No artefactual or organic material was recovered and no bulk samples for palaeoenvironmental 

remains were collected during the watching brief. 

3.2.3 The complete Site Archive, in this case comprising written, drawn and photographic records 

(including all material generated electronically during post-excavation) will be packaged for 

long-term curation. In preparing the Site Archive for deposition, all relevant standards and 

guidelines documents referenced in the Archaeological Archives Forum guidelines document7 

will be adhered to, in particular a well-established United Kingdom Institute for Conservation 

(UKIC) document8 and a forthcoming IfA publication.9 No material was recovered that required 

specialist stabilisation or an assessment of potential for conservation research. 

3.2.4 At the time of deposition of the Site Archive, the depositional requirements of the receiving 

body, in this case the Tyne and Wear Museum Archives at Arbeia, will be met in full.  

 

 

                                                 
6 IFA 2001. 
7 Brown 2007. 
8 Walker 1990. 
9 IfA forthcoming. 
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4. RESULTS: THE ARCHAEOLOGICAL SEQUENCE 

4.1 Phase 1: Natural 

4.1.1 The earliest deposit to be recorded during the investigation was a layer, [5], of mid orange 

brown clay, visible at c. 0.40m below ground level along the majority of the NE-SW aligned 

portion of the cable trench, i.e. the part of the route running along the northern edge of the 

former railway embankment. The clay deposit was not observed along the south-westernmost 

c. 30m of this part of the cable trench nor in the section of the trench on Biddick Lane. The clay 

has been interpreted as the natural Boulder Clay sub-stratum of the area. 

4.2 Phase 2: Undated 

4.2.1 Overling natural clay along the majority of the NE-SW aligned portion of the cable trench was a 

thin layer, [4], of dark brownish black silt and crushed coal with an average thickness of 70mm. 

This deposit could relate to the structure of the railway embankment, although given the limited 

degree to which it was possible to expose this material any conclusive interpretation is 

impossible. 

4.2.2 The basal deposit recorded within the south-westernmost c. 30m of the NE-SW aligned portion 

of the cable trench was a layer, [3], of compact mid orange brown clay, with frequent inclusions 

of crushed and fragmented stone and brick and occasional small fragments of coal. It was 

exposed, on average, at a depth of 0.50m below existing ground level. This material has been 

interpreted as dump deposit of likely modern origin, possibly related to landscaping activity at 

the time of the abandonment of the railway line in the 20th century.  

4.3 Phase 3: Modern 

4.3.1 Recorded cutting through both layers [3] and [4] was a linear trench, [2], observed for a 

distance of c. 25m at the south-western extent of the NE-SW aligned portion of the cable trench 

and seen intermittently beyond this running to the north-east. Backfilled with loose yellow sand, 

the feature housed an existing electricity supply cable. 

4.3.2 Topsoil, [1], of varying depth formed the uppermost deposit to be recorded along the length of 

the NE-SW aligned portion of the cable trench. 

4.3.3 The potion of the cable route on Biddick Lane and across the line of the former railway 

embankment followed the line of an existing electricity supply cable so rubble backfill formed 

the only deposit recorded along that portion of the route, below the present pavement surface. 
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5. CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

5.1 Conclusions 

5.1.1 No deposits of archaeological significance were recorded during the investigation and no 

artefactual material was recovered. The portion of the cable trench with most potential for 

archaeological remains of interest was that where the route crossed the line of the former 

Stanhope and Tyne Railway. However, at this point, modern backfill associated with an existing 

electricity supply route was observed and no evidence of features or deposits derived from 

19th century railway activity was recorded.  

5.1.2 Natural clay was recorded along the majority of the portion of the cable route running along the 

northern edge of the railway embankment. A layer of silt and coal waste overlying the boulder 

clay may have been related to the railway embankment, but this is uncertain. In the 

southwesternmost section of this portion of the trench, an extensive, compact clay deposit may 

have been related to landscaping at the time of the abandonment of the railway line in the 20th 

century. 

5.2 Recommendations 

5.2.1 No further work is required on the information recovered during the watching brief, with the Site 

Archive, including this report, being the permanent record of the remains encountered. 
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