
IRON AGE AND LATER FARMSTEADS 
ON BELLING LAW, NORTHUMBERLAND

George Jobey

In t r o d u c t i o n

T h e  r i v e r i n e  spur known as Belling Law, situated within the old township of 
Plashetts and Tynehead, lies some 3 5 km to the west of the village of Falstone 
in North Tynedale (NY 686882). It carries a small complex of remains, first recorded 
by Henry MacLauchlan in 18671 and surveyed in detail by Mr. W. Dodds and the 
present writer in 1957. Impending destruction of the site, in order to obtain clay 
for the construction of the main barrage of the new Kielder reservoir, called for 
some further investigation of the remains in 1975.

Financial support for the excavation was provided by the University of Newcastle 
upon Tyne, the Department of the Environment and the Northumbrian Water 
Authority. Permission to excavate was readily granted by the Forestry Commission, 
whose local officers also rendered valuable assistance in solving the perennial 
difficulty of finding accommodation. The excavation itself was carried out by 
students of the University of Newcastle upon Tyne and by a  small but skilled band 
of local volunteers,2 to all of whom one is indebted for their most willing and 
informed co-operation.

t h e  s i t e  (f ig s . 1 a n d  2 , p la te  I)

A ditched, rectangular-shaped enclosure, together with the remains of a later 
farmstead, lie at an altitude of c. 160 m on the forward slope of a low spur which 
runs down to the left bank of the River North Tyne some 250 m distant to the east. 
On the north the Pot Burn flows through a small yet pronounced cleugh which is 
no longer a serious obstacle to access, partly because of the approach now afforded 
by the embankment of the abandoned North Tyne Railway. Formerly, however, 
it may well have been one of the many natural hindrances to travellers in these parts.

“The houses buildinges & inhabitations of the said country of Tyndale ys muche- 
set upon eyther syde of the said Ryv’ of Northe Tyne & upon other lytle brokes &

1 H. MacLauchlan, N otes not included in the M emoirs M. Mitchison, R. Robson, S. Rollands, J. Sadler, and 
on Roman Roads in Northumberland (1867), 67-8. J. Weyman. T. G. Newman acted as assistant supervisor

2 In particular, J. Day, A. Bankier, R. & B. Charlton, during the students’ excavation.
E. Clarke,. M. CFeighton, M. Higgins, D. E. Jobey,
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rynnelles runninge and descendinge in to the said ryv’ in strong places by the nature 
pf the grounde and of such strngthes naturally fortefyed aswell by reason of mosses 
and marresces wch wth great difficyalty may be passed wth horsemen as of bankes 
and cleughes of wood.”3

The spur itself offers a position of reasonably good natural drainage, although 
preliminary borings by the Water Authority confirmed the presence of a good depth 
of boulder-clay beneath the present turf and top soil.

A short distance to the north, on the far side of the Pot Burn, the remains of the 
old farm of Woodhouses are clearly visible. The sites of the more elevated farms of 
Longwalls to the south and that on Sandboard Knowe to the west4 are now 
obscured from view by afforestation. Some 1-5 km to the south-east, beyond the 
intervening haughs bordering the right bank of the main river, is the somewhat stark 
outline of a rocky spur known as Tower Knowe. This is the site of a Romano- 
British settlement, previously excavated in accordance with the programme of 
investigation being carried out in advance of the construction of the Kielder 
reservoir.5

From earlier survey the ditched enclosure on Belling Law measured some 41 by 37 
metres internally. On its west and more elevated side the ditch was accompanied by 
the remains of an internal bank or wall and a prominent counterscarp bank. For 
much of the perimeter elsewhere only the ditch was visible, but this too disappeared 
on the edge of a depression towards the north end of the east side, where the 
entrance was anticipated. Although this enclosure conformed in shape, size and 
situation to the normal rectilinear-shaped Romano-British settlements of the area, 
further diagnostic traits such as hollowed frontal yards or traces of stone-built round 
houses were not visible; for this reason the site received no more than a tentative 
entry in the published list of Romano-British settlements in the county of North
umberland.6

In this instance there were also additional complications. Low, turf-covered 
remains of a long rectangular building occupied the southern part of the interior 
of the enclosure, apparently associated with linear banks or walls which enclosed 
an area of cultivation rigs on the north slope down to the Pot Burn. A small garth 
also overlay the original enclosure ditch on the west side and a slightly hollowed 
way broke through the enclosure at its south-west corner. All told these features 
were consistent with those of a late medieval or later farmstead7 and in excavation 
the long farm-building eventually proved to be of seventeenth century date. No 
other structures were visible on the surface before excavation, either within or 
immediately adjacent to the original ditched enclosure.

Before recent afforestation had enveloped the site an old track from the Law farm,

3 J. Hodgson, A History o f  Northumberland (1827), II, 6 G. Jobey, Some rectilinear settlements of the Roman
iii, 232, quoting Sir Rbt. Bowes, State o f the Frontiers period, Arch. AelA , XXXVIII (1960), 1-38.
and Marches (1542), Cotton MS. 7 v. e.g. H. G. Ramm, et a l , Shielings and Bastles

4 Excavated by Miss B. Harbottle, see 121-154 below. (1970), 44-53, and R.C.A.M. (Scotland), Inventories for
5 G. Jobey, A Romano-British settlement at Tower Roxburghshire and Peeblesshire.

Knowe, Arch. Ael.5, 1 (1973), 55-79.





which lies much further to the west, could still be traced along the south side of 
the Belling Law enclosure as it headed towards an earlier ford across the North 
Tyne. Branch tracks not only led into the Belling Law site, and thence probably 
to Woodhouses, but also towards the site of Longwalls to the south. Some large 
lumps of iron-slag and cinder were also noted in 1957 on the north and west slopes 
below the site of Longwalls, although no smithing or smelting sites were then visible.

THE EXCAVATIONS

Some preliminary cuttings, made in 1974, showed that there was a variable but 
reasonable depth of humus beneath the turf covering the site and that the cultivation 
on the north slope had extended at least into the northern, part of the enclosure, 
as well as for some distance along its eastern side. In 1975 the turf was stripped 
from much of the interior by mechanical means, except where stonework was known 
or suspected, whilst the remaining top soil was trowelled off, ultimately down to 
the underlying clay surface in all areas marked on the plan (fig. 2). More extensive 
excavation of the site was hindered by widespread flooding in the afforested valleys 
of the North Tyne and Rede, early in September 1975.

For descriptive convenience the remains are considered in ascending chronological 
order and the main points of discussion are reserved for the conclusion.

A. EARLY PITS (fig. 3)

Two pits had been dug through the underlying clay in the north-west corner of 
Area A, where they were sealed by the earth floor and stone foundations of a late 
rectangular-shaped house which was not visible on the surface before excavation. 
Pit A measured 2-2 m by 1-4 m at the top and shelved steeply to a rounded bottom 
at 0-5 m below the clay surface. The filling consisted of a uniform brown soil con
taining some small stones and very occasional smears of carbonized wood. At some 
stage after the pit was completely filled a later post-hole with packing stones had 
been sunk into its west end. Although the contents of the pit were sieved, the only 
find consisted of a flint scraper from the very bottom (fig. 11, 3). Pit B measured 
M m by 0-8 m at the top, was again c. 0-5 m deep, and contained a fill similar 
to that of Pit A but with less stone. There were no finds from this pit but its 
relatively early context was again confirmed by the fact that post-holes of the 
timber-built fence surrounding the earliest of the Iron Age homesteads had been 
sunk into the fill on its northern edge.

The scraper from Pit A could be as early as Late Neolithic to Early Bronze Age 
in general context. Similar scrapers in different flint, together with a number of 
flakes and small nodules, were recovered from the western perimeter of the exca
vation, so that this pre-enclosure occupation could well have extended much further 
to the west beneath the modern afforestation. The pits themselves did not appear
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to have been intended for burials, there being no skeletal material or significant 
phosphate content, but there were no additional finds to resolve the nature of this 
occupation.

B. THE ENCLOSED IRON AGE/ROMANO-BRITISH SETTLEMENT (figS . 3 and 4, plates II-IV)

Three structural phases were present in the perimeter of this enclosed settlement, 
the first two being timber-built and the third consisting of the ditched and em
banked enclosure already visible as a surface feature.

(i) Phase I  Perimeter (fig. 3)

This had consisted of a timber fence with uprights supported in a series of post
holes and packed around with stones. The supporting holes were c. 0-3 m in 
diameter, were placed c. 0-5 m apart, and were seldom deeper than 0-35 m from the 
surface of the underlying clay. The timber uprights themselves had been little more 
than 150 mm thick and,presumably the original fence had been of post-and-rail 
type or had consisted of pliable hurdles interwoven between the uprights.

The post-holes of the west side of this enclosure could be traced from the north
west corner of Area A, where they were' sealed beneath the late stone building, until 
they had been removed by a late open drain and the phase II palisade trench yet 
to be described. Beyond this they re-appeared in the east end of Cutting 1 and were 
still present in Cutting 3 (fig. 3, Cl and C3). Thereafter, all traces of them had been 
removed in Area B, where the clay surface had been lowered by the much later 
hollowed way. No satisfactory continuation of the line could be found beyond this, 
either to the south or to the east. The north side was traced for a distance of 9 m 
from the north-west corner of Area A, was picked up again in Cutting 2, where the 
post-holes were no more than vestigial, but had disappeared completely in Area D, 
either because of the digging of the later enclosure ditch and subsequent erosion of 
its edge or as a result of later cultivation. Consequently, the full extent of this 
perimeter must remain conjectural, although from the manner in which its north 
and west sides followed the line of the phase II palisade trench so closely it seems 
probable that the two enclosures were comparable both in their shape and size.

The structural precedence of this phase was established at the north-west corner 
of Area A and in Cutting 1, where in both instances its post-holes had been cut 
or completely obliterated by the phase II palisade trench.

(ii) Phase II Perimeter (fig. 3)

At some stage the fence of spaced uprights had been replaced by a timber palisade 
of closely-set posts supported in a continuous construction trench. This trench was
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generally 0-3 m wide at the surface of the clay, narrowing slightly towards the 
bottom at a depth of c. 0-4 m. Packing stones had been driven home on both sides 
of the trench and sometimes transversely between the posts. Impressions in the 
bottom of the trench were those of rounded rather than split timbers, whilst the dis
array of the packing stones in some sectors suggested that perhaps the posts them
selves had been deliberately withdrawn and had not decayed in situ.

Almost the whole of this rectangular-shaped perimeter could be traced in those 
areas which were excavated. The only exceptions occurred at its south-west corner 
in Area B, where the surface had been lowered by the hollow way, at the south-east 
corner where there had been some later disturbance, and at the north-east corner 
in Area D. An entrance, some 4 m wide, lay off-centre on its eastern side in Area C. 
This was marked by a single pair of terminal post-holes, only slightly deeper than 
the trench itself, which could not have supported a gateway of any great substance 
or sophistication.

In this phase the timber-built perimeter can be seen to have enclosed a rectangular
shaped area of some 850 square metres. The enclosure was demonstrably earlier than 
the late, stone-founded house in the north-west corner of the site and the east wall 
of the stone-built garth in Cutting 3. It had also been sealed by the remains of the 
floor and the north and east walls of the long, seventeenth-century farm-building 
in the southern part of the site. On the other hand, its structural precedence over 
the phase III ditched enclosure could be established only at two points. At the 
extreme north-west corner, for a distance of some 4 m, both the phase I post-holes 
and the phase II trench, together with a thin band of soil, were sealed beneath a 
low bank of stony clay similar to the core of the phase III inner wall elsewhere. 
Similarly, at the entrance in Area C, the phase II support trench lay beneath a stone- 
built causeway which, as will be argued, must be associated with the phase III 
enclosure. Moreover, although the stratigraphical evidence for the priority of the 
timber-built perimeters is limited, it would seem most improbable that they could 
have been later in context than the phase III enclosure and yet not have made use 
of the surviving remains of its inner wall, particularly on the west side of the 
enclosure where the bank was still preserved to an appreciable height. The phase 
II palisade-trench was completely emptied along the whole length uncovered in 
excavation but no datable finds were recovered from its fill.

(iii) Phase III Perimeter (figs. 2 and 4)

This enclosure had consisted originally of a ditch accompanied by an internal wall 
and a low, well-spread, counterscarp bank. As already indicated the inner wall was 
only preserved to any appreciable extent on the west side of the enclosure, where 
Cutting 1 was made across the whole feature (fig. 4). The wall had been no more 
than 1-5 m wide at the base and could not have stood to any great height. Its core 
of mixed clay and stone, most of which was presumably material obtained from the 
ditch, had been faced front and back by large, undressed stones and boulders.
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Much of this facing had either tumbled back into the ditch or had been robbed out 
in more recent times. The ditch as found was c. 4 m wide at the lips and 2 m deep 
to the bottom of a square-cut working trench. Some of the original upcast had been 
thrown to the outside to form a counterscarp bank, some 3 m wide at the base but 
certainly not as high as this counterscarp bank now appears on the ground. A later 
stone face had been inserted into the outer edge of the original counterscarp bank 
at some time after it had become grass-grown, and the height of the bank was 
raised with material from the fill of the ditch which had been recut in more recent 
times. These secondary features are best reserved for discussion in the context of 
the later seventeenth to early eighteenth century occupation of the site.

Both the inner wall and the counterscarp bank of the phase III enclosure rested 
on a variable but thick band of soil above the clay bottom. On removal of this soil 
in Cutting 1 a series of plough-marks were revealed beneath the counterscarp bank 
and intermittently for some distance beyond this to the west (fig. 4). Similar marks 
were also found beneath the remains of the counterscarp bank in Cutting 5 (plate IVc), 
9 m further to the south, but the extent of the cultivation beyond this remains 
unknown. The individual plough-marks were at most only 10 mm deep in the clay 
surface. Although more than one ploughing seemed to be represented, all of the 
marks ran in one direction, roughly north and south. No such plough-marks were 
encountered below the inner wall of the phase III enclosure, where the band of 
covered soil was more compact, so that, if the original counterscarp bank is taken 
to be contemporary with the ditch and inner wall, this ploughing must have preceded 
the phase III enclosure. In the circumstances, therefore, it would seem reasonable 
to associate this cultivation with some stage in the occupation of the earlier timber- 
built enclosures.

It will be evident from the plan (fig. 2) that when the phase III perimeter was 
constructed the enclosed area was extended, particularly towards the south, and now 
incorporated some 1400 square metres. The need for such an extension of the 
enclosed area will be better understood after the structural developments in the 
interior of the site have been described. The fact that the posts could have been 
deliberately withdrawn from the phase II palisade trench would suggest that the 
construction of the later ditched enclosure had followed immediately upon the 
abandonment of the palisaded enclosure.

A number of flint flakes were recovered from the soil beneath the inner wall in 
Cutting 1 but once again no datable artifacts related to the construction of this phase 
were found in direct stratigraphical association. Although there are analogous 
Romano-British settlements in the locality, where timber-built enclosures precede 
stone-built or ditched enclosures of rectilinear form,8 the probable context of these 
three perimeters at Belling Law is entirely dependent upon the remains and datable 
material found in the interior of the site. '

8 v. note 5; also D. B. Charlton, and J. Day, Bridge 
House re-examined, Arch. A e l II (1974), 33-40.



(iv) The Interior

(a) Round Timber-Built Houses (figs. 3 and 5, plate II)
Construction trenches for at least four, superimposed, round houses of timber and 

the remains of at least one and probably two stone-built round houses were un
covered in the interior. One of the stone-built houses was unquestionably later in 
context than the timber-built houses.

BELLING LAW 
Timber-built houses

Metres



The timber-built houses were all of ring-trench construction, whereby walls of 
contiguous timbers were supported in continuous trenches. Except at the east facing 
doorways no construction trenches were now more than 0-25 m in depth below the 
clay surface and no traces remained in those places where rock or clay-fast boulders 
were present. Although some of the packing stones had been disarranged or com
pletely removed, sufficient remained in situ to demonstrate that in all cases these 
had been inserted against both sides of the trenches. The houses are described below 
without prejudice as to their overall chronological sequence.

House 1', 8-2 m diameter; 52-8 m2 floor area. This was a very narrow V-shaped
trench, at no point surviving to a greater depth than 50 mm and containing only 
the smallest of packing stones. A few widely and irregularly spaced swellings in the 
trench on its southern periphery suggested that perhaps there could have been more 
substantial uprights at intervals; if so, they had not been set any more deeply into 
the underlying clay. The whole of the southern side of this house had been burnt 
down and the stub ends of carbonized posts, little more than 100 mm in diameter 
and sometimes less, filled the trench or had been trampled into the clay surface on 
either side. A less substantial groove (fig. 5, lb) could have been part of another 
house but there can be no certainty about this, particularly in view of the short 
length of trench which remained. House 1 was demonstrably earlier than house 4, 
the latter having removed all traces of the former on the south side of the doorway. 
It was also stratigraphically earlier than house 2 at their point of intersection.

House 2; 9-8 m; 75-4 m2. This was the largest house in the complex. At some
time most of the packing stones in the south-western arc of the trench had been 
removed and the trench filled with a dirty clay packing. Unfortunately, the packing 
stones in the large post-holes at the doorways of this house and house 3 had been 
so disarranged, probably by the removal of the posts and subsequent levelling up 
with stone, that it proved impossible to establish any sequence between the two 
houses at these points. At the southern intersection between the wall-trenches of 
houses 2 and 3, however, house 2 appeared to be the earlier, which would at least 
account for the removal of the packing stones and the deliberate filling of its trench 
in this sector, where it would have been within the later floor area of house 3.

House 3; 9-3 m; 67-9 m2. Although the trench of this house was barely traceable 
in the rocky surface to the north of the doorway, it had undoubtedly merged on 
both sides of the doorway with trench 2, as already indicated. The timbers for both 
doorways had been substantial and at this point the trenches were as much as 0-5 m 
deep.

House 4\ 7-2 m; 40-7 m2. This wall-trench was well sealed by the robbed remains
of a later stone-built house (house A), otherwise no sequence could be established 
except with house 1 which predated it. In this instance post-holes nos. 31 and 33 
could have supported a porch.

' Undoubtedly the majority of the post-holes in this area had supported uprights 
to carry the roofs of the successive timber-built houses and no meaningful pattern 
emerged to suggest the former presence of houses with walls of individual post-hole 
construction. On the other hand, it is equally the case that any attribution of par-



ticular post-holes to specific houses in the sequence would be no more than specu
lative on the available evidence. The holes varied in depth from 01 to 0-3 m from 
the clay surface and all contained packing stones. A broken rubbing stone had been 
re-used as a packing stone in no. 22, and a small bar-mould was recovered from 
the shallow pit no. 27.

The foregoing provided the only structural evidence for round timber-built houses 
on the site; nor would there seem to be any reason why all traces of similar houses 
should have been completely erased by later occupation within the interior. Immedi
ately to the south of the complex the clay surface did not alter in level and the 
phase II palisade trench had obviously survived. To the north there would not have 
been sufficient space for another timber-built house, either within the enclosure itself 
or before the prohibitive slope down to the Pot Burn.

Unless at some stage these timber-built houses had been unenclosed, it may be 
assumed that they were associated with one or more phases in the perimeter of the 
enclosure, despite the lack of firm stratigraphical association. This accepted, it will 
be evident from the plan that a homestead of a single house sits more comfortably 
within the smaller timber-built perimeters than within the enlarged phase III en
closure, so that the timber houses could well have been associated only with the 
occupation of the two earlier enclosures. This being so, other reasons will have to 
be found to account for the need to extend the enclosed area in phase III.

A radiocarbon date of 160 + 80 b.c. was obtained from the burnt oak and alder 
timbers of the wall of house 1, which, as has been argued, was most probably the 
earliest house on the site (HAR-1394; 211 ±80 B.P. conventional radiocarbon age). 
On the likely assumption that this house was contemporary with the construction 
of the earliest perimeter the same conventional radiocarbon date may also be 
assigned to the phase I enclosure. Sherds from a jar of probable second century 
date a .d . were sealed beneath the remains of the core of the wall of the super
imposed stone-built house, so that it is possible that at least the latest of the four 
or five timber-built houses was still occupied when this pottery reached the site.

(b) Stone-Built Round Houses

The robbed remains of one stone-built house, perhaps originally some 6 m in 
internal diameter, directly overlay the complex of timber-built houses (fig. 3, 
house A, plate II). Its site was marked by a broad circular spread of stone, higher 
in the centre where some of the wall-core survived and tailing off towards the edges. 
Once again the house-doorway had been in the east and it was perhaps at thiŝ stage 
that the large conjoined post-holes at the entrances to the timber-built houses were 
finally levelled up with packing. Thick linear spreads of rubble ran from both the 
north and south sides of the doorway of this stone house as if they were the remains 
of walls marking the boundary of a frontal yard. A terminus post quern of not 
earlier than the second century a .d . was provided for the construction of this house 
by the sherds of Roman coarse pottery to which reference has already been made.

The former presence of a second stone-built round house in the interior can be



no more than putative in view of the slight physical remains. To the south of the 
complex of superimposed houses a clearly defined semicircular area of scattered stone 
and occupation earth overlay a more extensive area of small cobbles set into the 
surface of the boulder clay (fig. 3, house B). Paired slots and post-holes on its eastern 
periphery had every semblance of having been intended to support the timbers of 
a house-doorway. This semicircular spread extended at least as far as the north side 
of the later seventeenth-century farm-house, the construction of which would in itself 
supply an adequate reason for the almost complete erasure of an earlier stone 
building. The need to accommodate a second round house in the settlement would 
at once account for the extension of the enclosed area to the south in the third phase 
of the enclosure and, at the same time, explain the presence of some other features 
in the interior yet to be described.

. (c) Additional Interior Features

At least by the time of the construction of the phase II palisaded perimeter, the 
eastern half of the enclosure had been given a cobbled surface of small stones set 
or trampled into the top of the clay (fig. 3). This cobbled area, which was eventually 
removed during the course of excavation, skirted but did not encroach upon the 
sites of the timber-built houses or the stone-built house A, although it undoubtedly 
preceded the semicircular spread of material assigned to the existence of house B. 
It terminated against the line of the palisade trench on the north side of the enclosure 
and did not extend beyond the palisade trench beneath the floor of the seventeenth- 
century farm-building on the south. At the entrance, in Area C, the removal of a 
later stone-built causeway revealed the same cobbles running neatly between the 
terminal post-holes forming the gateway through the phase II palisade. Only at one 
point did the cobbles override the palisade trench, this towards the south-east corner 
of the site. Here the palisade trench had been deliberately packed with cobbles after 
its disuse and the cobbled area extended further to the south, an event which is best 
associated with the occupation of the enlarged phase III enclosure.

In the base of the silt which covered most of the cobbled area, and trampled into 
the interstices between the cobbles, were a number of sherds of Roman pottery of 
first to second century date, indicative of the area having been open at this time. 
The function of the cobbles may have been no more than to cover that part of the 
interior which was less well drained and also subject to more traffic. There was no 
evidence to suggest that the cobbled area associated with the phase II enclosure had 
been enclosed by interior fencing.

At a later stage assiduous measures had been taken to improve the approach from 
the entrance to the interior of the site. In Area C the gateway of the phase II palisade 
and its associated cobbled pathway were overlaid by a broad causeway, consisting 
of packed stone rubble surmounted by the remains of large paving slabs. Although 
the entrance through the phase III ditched enclosure was not reached in excavation, 
it seemed that this causeway had extended at least as far as its estimated position. 
Within the interior the single broad causeway bifurcated, one pathway leading



towards the doorway of the stone-built house A and the other towards the suggested 
location of house B. The latter pathway had been edged on both sides for part of 
the distance by large stones set on edge into shallow support trenches. No sequence 
could be established at the junction between the two paths and both had been robbed 
of their stone before the respective house-doorways were reached.

One small sherd from a cooking pot, probably of second century date, and a 
fragment of glass bangle of comparable date were recovered from between the 
paving slabs of the stone-built pathways. It is arguable, therefore, that the stone 
pathways were laid down over the pre-existing cobbled area at or about the time 
when the two stone-built round houses were constructed and the enlarged phase III 
enclosure was occupied. If the linear spreads of rubble running from the remains 
of house A can also be accepted as the vestiges of interior walls enclosing a frontal 
yard, crossed by stone pathways, then the final plan of this settlement would be 
similar to that of many better preserved Romano-British settlements in the area.9

A scatter of post-holes was found over the interior of the enclosure additional 
to those lying within the complex of houses (fig. 3). Unfortunately most of these 
were of uncertain context and could not be resolved into any meaningful structural 
patterns. A small number, however, were covered by the floor of a late rectangular 
stone building in the north-west corner of the site. These had supported uprights 
of some 80 mm in diameter, packed around with stones. Carbonized wood from 
one of them yielded a conventional radiocarbon date of a.d. 280±70 (HAR-1393; 
1670 ± 70 B.P.), so that some form of timber structure associated with the occupation 
of the stone-built round houses is possible. Many of the rectilinear-shaped settle
ments of the Roman period in this area have houses and enclosed yards confined' 
to the forward two thirds of the enclosure, as if the rear third had been reserved 
for some aspect of the domestic economy which did not call for stone buildings.10

C. MID-THIRTEENTH TO EARLY FOURTEENTH CENTURY OCCUPATION

There were no indications of any occupation of the site between the Roman period 
and the mid-thirteenth to early fourteenth century. It will be evident from the detailed 
provenances of the finds that the medieval sherds, representing perhaps a dozen 
vessels in all, together with a coin of Edward I, were all recovered from a rather 
restricted area in the south-east corner of the site (v. Small Finds, below). Most of 
the stratified sherds came from immediately beneath a stone platform built on to 
the east end of the seventeenth-century farm-building which overlay the southern 
part of the Romano-British enclosure (figs. 3 and 6).

Unfortunately it proved impossible to define the true nature of this occupation, 
whether permanent or transitory, and no structure could be directly associated with 
it. Perhaps a stone-founded building could have been completely robbed away at 
the time of the construction of the later seventeenth-century farm-building, a



suggestion which might receive some credence from the presence of medieval sherds 
in the stone and earth core of the east wall of this building, but such an inference 
lacks any further supporting evidence other than the concentration of medieval finds 
in a rather restricted area.

D. MID-SEVENTEENTH TO EARLY EIGHTEENTH CENTURY FARM (f ig s . 3 a n d  6 , p la te  III)

(i) The long farm-building

Complete excavation of this structure, which occupied the southern part of the 
earlier Romano-British settlement, was not possible in the time available. Even so, 
the form of the building was established and its general context is not in doubt, both 
on the basis of the archaeological material and the documentary evidence which is 
presented in the conclusion (p. 32 below).

The walls of this building had been extensively robbed, especially for their larger 
facing stones of which only a few remained in situ as parts of the foundation course 
of the north wall. Elsewhere, only the remains of the rubble and earth wall-cores, 
or robber-trenches and their accompanying scatter of discarded material, served to 
mark the outlines of the structure. Its total internal length was c. 17 0 m and its 
internal width c. 4-2 m, whilst the external walls had been in the region of 1 m thick 
at the base. An internal cross wall, showing as a low turf-covered mound of stone, 
was not excavated but clearly served to divide the building into a dwelling room 
and a long barn or byre.

The almost square dwelling room was situated at the west end of the building, 
where the natural ground level was c. 1-6 m higher than at the east end. The external 
walls were completely robbed out and their course marked only by the robbing 
trenches. Fortunately the hearth had escaped destruction although originally it must 
have been situated hard against the inner face of the west wall of the building. It 
consisted of one large fire-crazed hearth-stone, just over a metre square, and a vertical 
back slab of equal dimension; both had been set into a prepared bed of clay resting 
upon a thin band of natural soil above the clay bottom. Elsewhere the floor area 
consisted simply of beaten or trampled earth covered by a thick deposit of soot, 
wood-ash and some coal-cinder. As the robber-trenches were continuous, the 
position of the doorway into this room could not be determined. Some shallow post
sockets were all earlier than the floor level itself and may have been associated with 
the Romano-British settlement.

The floor of the remainder of the long building, some 13 m in length beyond the 
internal cross wall, had consisted originally of a tightly packed spread of stone 
although this had been robbed out in places adjacent to the line of the exterior walls. 
By comparison with the dwelling room this floor was remarkably clean and the only 
contemporary feature consisted of two conjoining pits, both only 0-3 m deep and 
lined with small stone slabs on their sides and bottoms. Similar pits at Lour,11

11 J* G. Dunbar, and G. D. Hay, Excavations at Lour,
Stobo, P .S .A .S ., XCIV (1960-1), 201.
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Peebleshire, have been tentatively attributed to “leepies” or indoor middens, but in 
this instance there was nothing sufficiently distinctive in their filling to determine 
a function. An additional, unlined pit of smaller dimension was sealed by the floor 
level and, as it contained the base stone of a rotary quern of Iron Age type, is again 
best associated with the earlier settlement.

In the apparent absence of any purely domestic arrangements in this part of the 
building it might be assumed to have served as a barn, although a dual purpose 
room after the mariner of the Out-bye rooms of Redesdale12 is not impossible. There 
could be strong objections to it being interpreted as a byre in that there was no 
structural provision for drainage, as found for example in some of the byres at West 
Whelpington,13 nor any accumulation of organic matter on the floor level as it sur
vived. On the other hand, the natural slope would have facilitated drainage away 
from the direction of the dwelling room or In-bye, as in the case of other con
temporary farm-buildings in the area which are currently being excavated by Miss 
Harbottle.

From the evidence of the potsherds and clay pipes trampled into the floor of the 
dwelling room it would seem unlikely that this building had been occupied before 
the mid-seventeenth century or that its use had extended much beyond the early 
eighteenth century. This context would also be in agreement with the datable material 
from less firmly stratified provenances elsewhere on the site.

(ii) The stone platform  (fig 6)
An area of packed stone and some overlying paving slabs lay immediately beyond 

the remains of the east wall of the farm-building. This platform or hard standing 
had been laid directly on top of the leached earth and silt which covered the cobbles 
of the Iron Age/Romano-British settlement and sealed both medieval and Roman 
material. A few sherds of late seventeenth- to early eighteenth-century pottery were 
recovered from the interstices between the paving slabs, so that it seems reasonable 
to regard the platform as being associated with the farm-building at some stage. On 
the available evidence, the feature can have been no more than a hard standing and 
was not the remains of the floor of a building. Perhaps it could have served as a 
rick-stand, larger but similar in function to the semicircular platforms attached to 
some of the end walls of the medieval buildings at West Whelpington.14

(iii) Enclosure walls (fig. 2)
At some stage, presumably after the construction of the farm-building, an area 

of at least 0.36 ha had been enclosed by two walls running from the south-west and 
south-east corners of this building. The wall springing from the south-west corner

12 J. Hodgson, A H istory o f  Northumberland, I, ii, 189. 13 M. G. Jarrett, The deserted village of West Whelp-
The out-bye was sometimes used as a byre in winter and ington, Northumberland, Arch. AeL4, XLVIII (1970),
a bedroom in summer, the in-bye being the main dwelling 230-32. 
room. 14 Ibid.



had been largely destroyed in Area B, but sufficient remained to define its course 
across the filled ditch of the Romano-British settlement to a point where the counter
scarp bank of this earlier enclosure gained visibly in stature. Except for a break 
formed by the slightly hollowed way, most probably an entrance, the more upstand
ing nature of the Romano-British counterscarp bank along the whole of the western 
side must be attributed to the presence of this later enclosure wall. The method of 
adaptation was evident in Cuttings 1 and 5 where the lower course of an outer 
facing of large stone blocks, perhaps never more than two courses high, had been 
inset into the remains of the earlier counterscarp bank (fig. 4). Additional material, 
possibly obtained from a recutting of the fill of the earlier ditch had also been 
thrown up behind this stone facing, sealing an old turf-line over the counterscarp 
bank in the process. In Area D (fig. 2) this same stone facing was present as far 
as the turn of the Romano-British counterscarp bank, after which it reverted to a 
free standing wall running down the northern slope towards the Pot Burn.

The remains of the enclosure wall running from the south-east corner of the farm- 
building consisted of two facings of large stone blocks and a rubble core, the whole 
being about one metre wide. Its junction with the corner of the building had been 
robbed away but the remainder of its course could be traced beyond the area of 
excavation from surface observation. After crossing the filled ditch of the earlier 
enclosure it made no use of the earlier counterscarp bank and, except for a break 
marking an entrance or gateway, continued on its northerly course well to the east 
of the ditch of the Romano-British settlement. It ran as a surface feature at least 
as far as the line of modern afforestation, just beyond the somewhat slighter remains 
of a transverse boundary wall situated well down the slope towards the Pot Burn 
(fig. 2). Although there was clearly more than one phase of enclosure walls present 
on this north slope the elucidation of their sequence could not be attempted in the 
time available for excavation.

No datable evidence was recovered for the specific context of the two walls and 
their association at some stage with the farm-building can only be argued from the 
plan. Whether this fairly large enclosure was intended in the first instance for winter 
pasturing or to enclose arable land is uncertain. The single outer stone face of 
the west enclosure wall in Cuttings 1 and 5 would probably have been more effective 
in excluding stock, whilst the faint traces of ridge and furrow on the north slope 
within the enclosure were almost certainly from related cultivation at some time. 
The rigs measured some 2-8 m across and extended in places over the filled north 
ditch of the Romano-British settlement, as is evident from the air-photographs 
(plate I). In excavation they appeared to end abruptly just inside the line of the early 
palisade.

(iv) The garth (figs. 2 and 3)
This walled enclosure had measured some 12 m by 9 m internally and was 

provided with a narrow entrance facing towards the hollow way. Cutting 3 was sited 
primarily to pick up the line of the perimeters of the early settlement but also



demonstrated that at this point the wall of the Romano-British settlement had been 
almost entirely thrown back into the ditch. In Cutting 5 the west wall of the garth 
was simply the stone-faced bank of the large enclosure already described, except that 
approximately half of the interior backing had been cut away and also thrown back 
into the ditch of the Romano-British settlement, presumably when the garth was 
constructed and a levelled interior created. About 0-3 m of good humus covered the 
interior, so that the use of the garth as a kitchen-garden or kail-yard seems feasible 
and can be paralleled on a number of farmsteads in the Border counties.15 No 
relevant datable material was recovered but it may be assumed that this garth at 
some time formed part of the mid-seventeenth-century farm, even though it was 
secondary in construction to the west wall of the.much larger enclosure.

E. RECTANGULAR HOUSE, NW  CORNER OF AREA A (fig . 3, p la te  II)

This building was not visible on the surface before excavation; nor, indeed, had 
it been noted by MacLauchlan as long ago as 1867. Except for a few aligned facing 
stones on its west side, which had escaped robbing'and displacement by a later open 
drain, the lines of the west, north and south walls were marked by no more than 
an irregular scatter of stone. Foundations of part of the east wall and what appeared 
to have been an interior wall survived as a series of large stone slabs. A roughly 
circular hearth of thinner stone slabs, bedded on rubble and clay, was set against 
the estimated line of the inner face of the south wall. Internally the building had 
measured c. 6-75 m in length by 4-5 m in width and could have been provided with 
a second room in the north-east quarter. The earthen floor level, where it still 
survived, and the reddened hearth stones were comparatively free from ash and thus 
in marked contrast to the dwelling room of the seventeenth-century farm-building.

The north wall of the building post-dated the dismantled wall of the Romano- 
British settlement and the floor level sealed some native hand-built pottery and a 
glass bangle, probably of first or second century date. Apart from this evidence and 
the general terminus post quem provided by the third century radiocarbon date from 
one of the earlier post-holes, no datable material was recovered relevant to the 
construction or occupation of this building. Whereas a medieval context is always 
possible, the house was too far removed from the restricted provenance of the 
medieval finds in the opposite corner of the site to allow more than the briefest 
speculation in this direction. A safer but no less tentative context might be envisaged 
within the general complex of the mid-seventeenth- to early eighteenth-century farm, 
for which there is at least some documentary evidence, rather than to regard it as 
an earlier shieling.

15 v. e.g. published plans R.C.A.M. (Scotland), R ox 
burghshire, II, no. 1032; Peeblesshire, II, no. 676.



SMALL FINDS

A. POTTERY

Native Pottery

1. Fig. 7, 1. Eight sherds including one base and two rim-sherds, all probably from the 
same barrel-shaped vessel of uncertain height with a rounded, slightly incurving rim. Surfaces 
are light brown in colour and the core grey. The fabric contains numerous grits, some up 
to 3 mm in size, and the vessel has been coil-built, many of the breaks occurring at the 
junctions between the coils. Such vessels are not closely datable16 except within a general 
Iron Age/Romano-British context.

All sherds, together with a glass pendant of second century date a .d .,  came from a 
restricted area on the natural clay surface beneath the floor level of the rectangular building 
in the NW corner of Area A.

2. Not illustrated. One wall-sherd of hand-built pottery with buff surfaces and a grey core. 
It contains fewer grits than no. 1 and is of a fabric familiar on Romano-British native settle 
ments elsewhere in the area. Found on the edge of construction trench of house no. 4, beneath 
the spread of stone from the later, stone-built house A.

f

16 A. J. Challis, and D. W. Harding, Later Prehistory 
from the Trent to Tyne, B.A.R. 20 (1975), I, 97-8,



Roman Pottery: M r . J. P. Gillam, University o f  Newcastle upon Tyne

Twenty-six sherds were recovered, in all from no more than six or seven vessels. As a group 
the material is most probably o f second century date.

1. Ten body fragments from a large globular-shaped amphora, Flavian to Antonine in date. 
Nine fragments were recovered from the cobbled area associated with the Romano-British 
homestead, sealed beneath silty earth and the stones of the platform at the east end of the 
mid-17th/18th-century farm-building. The remaining sherd came from the same cobbles 
beneath the floor of this building.

2. The base and five small wall sherds from a jar in a light self-coloured fabric, probably 
second century in date. All were found beneath the centre of the remains of the southern 
wall of the stone-built round house A and presumably are to be associated with one or other 
phases of the timber-built houses.

3. A fragmentary base sherd o f BB1 cooking-pot, not earlier than Hadrianic in the 
N. o f England. Found on the surface of the clay to the south of the mid-17th/18th-century 
farm-building, not securely stratified.

4. Two base and one small wall sherd from a flagon in self-coloured pink fabric. Provenance 
as no. 1.

5. Six small wall sherds from cooking pots or jars, some abraded. All are most probably 
second century in date and were found as follows: Four sherds from the clay surface within 
the perimeter of the phase II palisade trench, Cutting 2, sealed only by top soil; one sherd 
from the surface of the cobbled area associated with the Romano-British homestead and 
sealed by the floor of the mid-17th/18th-century farm-building; one sherd from between 
the paving stones of the stone-built causeway, Area C.

Medieval and Later Pottery: Miss Lisbeth Thoms, Dundee Museums

This pottery falls into two groups chronologically; a total of eighty-two sherds within the 
date range mid-13th to early 14th century, and a total of twenty-three sherds within the date 
range mid-17th to early 18th century.

Group 1. Mid-13th to Early 14th Century

The volume of material recovered was small and of very fragmentary nature. No sherd 
portrays any unusual characteristic as regards form or fabric. All fabrics are local and in 
keeping with material already known from Northumberland. The style and quality of the 
material reflects a low economic standard for the site during the medieval period.

1. Fig. 7, 2. Jug, represented by rim/handle sherd and seventeen body sherds. The rim 
is plain, upright, and the handle small, oval/strap. The fabric is fairly smooth, oxidized and 
hard fired.

Stratified sherds of this vessel came from beneath the stones forming the platform beyond 
the east end of the 17th/18th-century farm-building; in the top of the silty earth covering 
the Romano-British cobbled area; and from beneath the core and in the core of the east 
wall of the same building.

2. Fig. 7, 3. Jug, represented by rim/handle sherd and two body sherds. The form is 
similar to no. 1 above, but the fabric is more gritty and softer, and much abraded. The core 
is dark grey in colour with surfaces patchily fired reddish buff and there are traces of green 
glaze on the external surfaces.



The rim/handle came from amongst the remains of the core of the east wall of the mid-17th- 
to early 18th-century building, the remainder beneath the platform as no. 1 above.

3. Jug, represented by fifteen body sherds and two base sherds in a fabric similar to 
no. 2 above. Provenance as no. 1 above.

4. Jug, represented by three body sherds and a sherd of a strap handle. The fabric is hard 
with a high proportion of micaceous grits. The body sherds show traces of pale yellow glaze. 
The strap handle shows one small finger-mark on one of the outer edges.

One body sherd came from the core of the east wall o f the 17th/18th-century building, 
another from beneath it and the remainder as no. 1 above.

5. Jug, represented by a base sherd and a tiny body sherd. The fabric is thin, smooth and 
soft with a dark grey core and surfaces fired orange/red. The basal angle displays three finger- 
pinch marks on the side and several green glaze spots. Unstratified, disturbed area just beyond 
east wall of mid-17th/18th-century building.

6. Jug, represented by two body sherds and two base sherds. The fabric is fairly smooth 
and hard. There are traces of green glaze on the external surfaces.

Two body sherds were recovered from beneath the floor at the east end of the mid- 
n th /18th-century building, the other two were from a disturbed area as no. 5 above.

7. The remainder of the material consists of the following: Two tiny jug-rim sherds, one . 
very small strap handle, one base sherd, eleven small green glazed body sherds and nineteen 
very small unglazed body sherds. Most of the vessels are badly abraded and it is impossible 
to estimate the number of vessels which they might represent.

All of the foregoing sherds came from beneath the stone platform at the east end of the 
mid-17th/18th-century building.

Group 2. Mid-17th to Early 18th Century

Stoneware Two body sherds, together with clay pipes, came from the worn surface of 
the hollow way, Area B, sealed only by the top soil.

Tin-glazed ware Two very small body sherds were recovered from the surface of the 
hollow way as no. 1 above and one minute sherd from the bottom of the silt in the recut 
portion of the ditch in Cutting 2.

Earthenware
1. Fig. 7, 4. Three body sherds and two handle sherds in hard, smooth, red fabric with 

rich chestnut brown glaze. Found together with 1 and 2 above on the surface of the hollow 
way.

2. Fig. 7, 5. One handle and one body sherd in hard, smooth, orange/brown fabric with 
internal green/brown glaze and some soot blackening on external surfaces. Trampled into 
the earthen floor of the dwelling room of the mid-17th/18th-century farm-building.

3. Four body sherds in soft, smooth, red fabric with traces of rich brown glaze on internal 
and external surfaces. Two sherds came from the floor as no. 2 above and two were unstrati 
fied beyond the south side of the same building.

In addition there is a tiny handle sherd in a fabric similar to vessel 1; a body sherd in 
a hard red fabric with a dark green/brown glaze on both surfaces; two very small body sherds 
in hard, dark red fabric with a rich lustrous glaze on internal and external surfaces. The 
handle sherd and one small body sherd were recovered from the spread of ash on the floor 
of the mid-17th/18th-century building, Area B, together with fragments of a glass bottle 
and clay pipes (below), and one body sherd came from the surface of the stone packing form 
ing the floor in the east end of the same building.



Fig. 8. Bellarmine medallion, 1; Spindle Whorl, 2. 0

Frechen Bellarmine: M r . John Hurst, Department o f  the Environment

One base sherd and two body sherds from a Frechen Bellarmine of hard, buff, sandy 
fabric not fused into stoneware, with typical mottled brown glaze. One body sherd bears 
a medallion with a rampant lion in a ladder border (fig. 8, I).17

This type is likely to date from the middle of the 17th century. There are lion medallions
at the recently excavated Fulham stoneware kiln of the 1680s but they were not of this 
type.18

All three sherds came from beneath the discarded material from the robbing of the north
wall o f the mid-17th- to early 18th-century farm-building.

B. COIN

M r . G. Robson: Keeper o f  Coins, Society o f  Antiquaries, Newcastle

The only coin from the excavations is an AR penny of Edward I, class IXb, slightly 
irregular. Reverse CIVITAS CANTOR, Canterbury mint; 1299-1302. This was recovered 
from beneath the platform at the east end of the mid-17th/18th-century farm-building, 
together with mid-13th- to early 14th-century sherds.

17 M. R. Holmes, The so-called Bellarmine mask on 18 Information Mr. D. C. Haselgrove. 
imported Rhenish stoneware, Ant. J o u r n XXXI (1951),
173-9.



C. CLAY

I. Clay Pipes (fig. 9)19

A total of fourteen bowls or parts of bowls were found and forty-five fragments of 
stems, of which four still have the spur attached. As a group the material could fall within 
a period from the mid-seventeenth to the early eighteenth century. The absence of those 
eighteenth-century types where the lip of the bowl lies in the same angle as the stem is 
notable. Of the eighteen spurs none bear the initial letters of the makers or any other 
insignia. Four stems are stamped, two of which would seem to belong to Gateshead makers, 
probably operating in the later seventeenth to early eighteenth century.

1. Comparatively small bulbous bowl, rouletted below the rim, flattened spur, c f  Oswald 4c, 
c. 1630-1670. From spread of ash on floor of dwelling room of the mid-17th/18th-century 
farm-building.

2. Larger bowl with rouletting below rim and small flattened spur, c f  ? Parsons 4, 
c. 1650-1680. From the floor at the east end of the farm-building.

3. Rouletted bowl, spur broken but probably flattened, cf. Parsons 5, c. 1670-1690. 
Provenance as no. 2.

19 J. E. Parsons, Archaeology of the tobacco-pipe in M. G. Jarrett, West Whelpington, Arch. AelA, XXXVIII
N.E. England, Arch . A e L \  XLII (1964), 231-47. (1960), XL (1962), XLVIII (1970).
A. Oswald, Clay pipes for the archaeologist, B.A .R. 14 
(1975).



4. Rouletted bowl close to no. 3 above, found as no. 1.
5. More upright, broken bowl with flattened spur bearing uncertain stamp (no. 9 c?Iow). 

Close to Parsons 9, ? 1680-1720. Provenance as no. 1.
6. Bowl with rouletting below the lip; from amongst the rubble from the robbing of the 

south wall of the mid-17th/18th-century farm-building.
7. Somewhat elongated bowl, probably similar to no. 6 above; from the surface of the 

stone platform at the east end of the mid-17th/18th-century farm-building.
8. Broken bowl probably similar to no. 6 above and having the same provenance.
9. The flattened base o f the spur of no. 5 bears the remains of a stamp, much abraded, 

and only possible “L”.
10. A fragment of a stem bearing an incused stamp HENRF WALKER within an ellipse 
and conventionalized tobacco plant foliage. Parsons type a, c. 1675-1725. Found on the floor 
of the east end of the mid-17th/18th-century building.

This is the same or a similar stamp to that illustrated by Parsons and, less certainly, also 
recorded at West Whelpington. There would seem to be doubt about the final letter of the 
first line of these stamps (Parsons, fig. 3; W. Whelpington (1970) p. 278), but in this instance 
it is most certainly an F. A Flenry Walker is listed by Parsons in Gateshead, 1674-1699.
11. A fragment of a stem bearing the incuse stamp THO PARK and remains of tobacco 
plant foliage within an ellipse, similar to Parsons type a, dated c. 1675-1725. Found amongst 
the top stones of the remains of the stone-built round house A and possibly indicative of 
stone-robbing.

Again there appears to be uncertainty about similar stamps (v. W. Whelpington 
(1962), 218). In this instance PARK is more likely than PARR. PARK without a terminal 
E is illustrated by Parsons, but for what it may be worth local makers of this name which 
he lists, all from Gateshead, have the terminal E. As a group they span the period c. 1661— 
1739.
12. A very worn and abraded stamp, not heavily impressed and possibly wrong in detail 
as illustrated. No close parallels have been traced. Unstratified to the north of the north 
wall of the mid-17th/18th-century farm-building.
13. Not illustrated. A number of broken pipe stems came from the ash spread or trampled 
into the floor of the dwelling room of the farmhouse and from the surface of the hollow 
way. Two stems were also recovered from the bottom of the humus within the rectangular 
shaped garth, together with some iron-work (below).

II. Clay Spindle-Whorl

Fig. 8, 2. A cylindrical spindle-whorl of dense, fired clay bearing three decorative grooves 
scored on the outer surface. Found on the surface of the stone platform at the east end of 
the mid-17th/18th-century farm-building. Because of its provenance it is probably 17th/18th 
century in date. An almost identical local parallel comes from Dunstanburgh Castle where 
there is 17th-century occupation, but no provenance is given and it is illustrated at the wrong 
size and as a bead.20

20 R. C. Bosanquet, Excavations at Dunstanburgh 
Castle in 1931, Arch. A e l . \  XIII (1936), 283 fig. 2(1).



D. METAL

Bronze

1. Fig. 10, 3. A bronze rosette, with a central hole for attachment, almost certainly a 
mount from horse-harness. Found unstratified in a disturbed area beyond the east end of 
the mid-17th/18th-century building.

2. Fig. 10, 6. Wheel pommel from a medieval sword. Thin bronze casting over a clay 
core, similar to that from Mervinshaw, Roxburghshire (v. R. B. K. Stevenson, P . S .A . S 106 
(1974-75), 218 f.). Unstratified in top-soil, Area C.

/
Lead

1. Fig. 10, 5. A broken junction between two round pipes of different diameter, function 
unknown. Recovered from the ash layer in the dwelling room of the mid-17th/18th-century 
farm-building.

2. Fig. 10, 4. A small, broken and abraded casting of lead, flat on one surface and with 
two ridges on the other in the form of a cross. Found as no. 1 above.



Iron

1. Fig. 10, 2. A much corroded and broken knife from the surface of the hollow way. 
C f  W. Whelpington, (1970) 287, no. 45, undated but probably post-medieval.
2. Fig. 10, 1. A corroded iron shackle from the humus on top of the ditch fill in the 

interior of the garth.
3. Not illustrated. Two very corroded and fragmentary horse-shoes from the floor at the 

east end of the mid-17th/18th-century farm-building; two iron rings, 30 mm in diameter with 
5 mm thick rounded section, from the ash covering the hearth in the same building and 
possibly part of the hearth furniture; fragments of two large nails, rectangular in section, 
from the same provenance.

1. Fig. 11, 1 and 2. Two fragments of opaque white glass pendants, of similar diameter 
but not absolutely identical glass. One fragment was recovered from the clay surface beneath 
the floor of the late rectangular building in the NW corner of the site, the other from the 
edge of the shallow trench supporting the kerb stones of the causeway in Area C. Both are 
Kilbride Jones type 3A.21 Such pendants or bangles are generally assigned to the lst/2nd 
century a .d .; certainly they are one of the most persistent finds on native settlements of the 
Roman period in the north.

E. GLASS

1 3 5

2 4

21H. E. Kilbride Jones, P .S .A S ., LXXII (1937-8), 
266 ff.



2. Not illustrated. Some small wall fragments of dark green bottle glass from the ash 
spread in the dwelling room of the mid-17th/18th-century farm-building.

F. FLINT

1. Fig. 11,3. Scraper of black flint from the bottom of Pit A, NW corner of the site.
2. Fig. 11, 4, 5 and 6. Three scrapers, respectively of toffee-coloured flint, black flint, and a 

brown chert. All came from off the surface of the underlying clay in the NW  corner of the 
site, but none were stratified except beneath the top soil. All are probably Late Neolithic/ 
Early Bronze Age in context.

3. Not illustrated. A further twenty-three spalls, unworked flakes or broken fragments of 
flint and chert were recovered from the underlying clay surface, mainly in the western parts 
of the site. Only five- of these were securely stratified, two beneath the counterscarp bank 
of the Romano-British enclosure in Cutting 1, and three beneath the remains of the core 
of the inner wall of the same enclosure.

G. STONE

Querns and Rubbers

1. Fig. 12, 1. Two fragments from the same upper stone of a rotary bun-shaped quern. 
The feed-pipe is visible on the larger fragment together with a slight groove worn by the 
spindle. Both fragments had been incorporated in the north wall of the mid-17th/18th-century 
farm-building. The type is late prehistoric or Roman native in context and the Cheviot 
agglomerate is identical with that of the quernstones from the Tower Knowe native settle 
ment, 2 km to the SE.22

2. Fig. 11, 4, 5 and 6. Three scrapers, respectively of toffee-coloured flint, black flint, and a 
Found in a small pit sealed beneath the floor of the mid-17th/18th-century farm-building.

3. Fig. 12, 3. A broken base-stone from a rotary quern of sandstone. Found amongst the 
rubble spread of the stone-built, round house A.

4. Not illustrated. A broken bun-shaped rubbing stone of sandstone, re-used as a packing 
stone in post-hole no. 22 within the complex of timber-built, round houses.

Moulds

1. Fig. 12, 5. A simple bar-mould cut into the surface of a fine grained water-worn stone. 
The mould is shaped like a thin chocolate finger-biscuit and is only 70 mm long and 5 mm



Fig. 12. Quernstones 1, 2 and 3 (£); Grindstone 4 Q); Bar-mould'5 (£)



deep. There is no burning or metallic deposit discernible on the smooth surface of the stone 
but presumably the mould was used for casting a small ingot o f copper alloy. Found in the 
shallow pit no. 27 within the round house complex. Such moulds range in context but do 
occur on native settlements of the Roman period in North Britain, including the nearby 
settlement at Tower Knowe.

2. Not illustrated. A broken stone slab of local sandstone, 90 mm thick, bearing a circular 
hole 50 mm in diameter and 20 mm deep. There is no indication of wear on the sides of 
the hole so that it could be a mould rather than a pivot-stone. Found with the bar-mould 
above. Simple circular or disc moulds are not as common as bar-moulds but occur in varying 
contexts, occasionally on the same stone as a bar-mould.23

Grindstone

Fig. 12, 4. Two conjoining fragments of a small, circular grindstone of sandstone. Part 
of the rectangular-shaped aperture for a fixed axle is visible and two very shallow, concentric 
grooves are inscribed on one face. Both fragments were found separately in the bottom of  
the top soil just to the north of the mid-17th/18th-century farm-building and are probably 
to be associated with this occupation.

H. BONE

Some extremely small fragments of bone were found on the surface of the cobbled area 
in the overlying silt, sealed by the stone-built causeways in Area C. Although these must 
be associated with the early phases of the Romano-British occupation none of the frag 
ments were substantial enough to admit of certain identification.

1. COAL AND CINDER

Numerous fragments of coal and coal-cinder, in addition to wood-ash, were found on and 
in the spread from the hearth at the west end of the mid-17th/18th-century farm-building. 
Although no spore analysis was carried out, the material is almost certainly local. There 
are numerous small bell-pits and adits on both sides of the river in this area of North Tyne- 
dale. The Plashetts seams extend eastwards to the vicinity of Falstone and one small mine 
still continues production under private enterprise.

23 e.g. Buston Loch Crannog, R. Munro, Ancient 
Scottish Lake Dwellings (1882), 212.



ARCHAEOLOGIA AELIANA 5 V 

J. IRON SLAG AND CINDER

A few fragments of iron-cinder, possibly from smithing, were recovered from immediately 
beneath the top soil on the surface o f the stone causeway in Area C; their precise context, 
therefore, is uncertain. One larger fragment of smelting slag with one flat and one convex 
surface, as if from a small bowl-furnace, had been built into the core of the north wall of 
the mid-17th/18th-century farm-building. Its original context is unknown but an association 
with the Romano-British occupation is not impossible. A similar fragment of slag from a 
bowl-furnace was found in just such a context at Tower Knowe. The local ironstone of 
Redesdale and North Tynedale has probably been worked from the Roman period up to 
comparatively recent times.24,

D i s c u s s i o n  a n d  C o n c l u s i o n s  (f ig s . 13 and 14)

The earliest activity on the site, probably Late Neolithic or Early Bronze Age in, 
general context, was represented by no more than two pits, four flint scrapers, and 
possibly the general scatter of small spalls and flakes. No related structures were 
found and the precise nature and extent of this occupation remains unresolved. There 
have been no previously recorded finds of this period from the immediate vicinity 
of Belling Law, but the upper reaches of North Tynedale have produced a thin 
scatter of Neolithic and Bronze Age artifacts and a small number of early sepulchral 
monuments are known in the area.25 The low riverine spurs are ideal situations for 
early settlement and further evidence will need to be sought on the few sites which 
remain to be investigated in the area of the proposed reservoir.

In a structural sense the first well-defined occupation consisted of a timber-built, 
rectangular-shaped enclosure of two phases, initially with a perimeter of individual 
post-hole construction which was later replaced by a continuous support trench for 
a solid stockade (fig. 13, phases I and II). A single timber-built house, replaced on 
at least three if not four occasions, and an associated cobbled area occupied the 
interior. Almost certainly not before the early second century a .d .  this timber-built 
homestead was succeeded by two stone-built round houses, now lying within an 
enlarged rectangular-shaped enclosure consisting of an inner wall, ditch and counter
scarp bank. Stone pathways ran from the east facing entrance across the frontal yard 
to- the doorways of the two houses and the overall plan was very similar to that 
of most known Romano-British settlements of the area26 (fig. 13, phase III).

24 A H istory o f  Northumberland, XV, 13.
25 Ibid., 45-62 for a somewhat dated list.

26 G. Jobey, The Frontier Zone, in Rural Settlem ent in 
Roman Britain (ed. C. Thomas, 1966).



F ig . 13. T h e  m a in  p h a s e s  a n d  p e r io d s  o f  o c c u p a t io n .



The structural sequence at Belling Law to some extent repeats that found recently 
on the nearby Romano-British settlement on Tower Knowe and perhaps at Bridge 
House, also in North Tynedale.27 On both of these stone-built settlements there 
existed an earlier timber-built perimeter and timber-built houses. At Tower Knowe 
the latter were not replaced in stone until after the mid-second century a .d . A re
examination of old excavation reports on similar stone-built Romano-British settle
ments in the area suggests that the presence of earlier timber-built houses may be 
more frequent than previously envisaged, whatever may be the situation with respect 
to earlier timber-built enclosures.

The chief difficulty at the nearby settlement of Tower Knowe was to arrive at 
a date for the initial timber-built phase in the absence of closely datable material 
other than the Roman sherds. On the balance of structural evidence it was thought 
that perhaps occupation had not extended back beyond the beginning of the Roman 
period in this area. At Belling Law, albeit with all the limitations imposed by a single 
radiocarbon date, the earliest timber-built house and, by inference, the first timber- 
built perimeter may well have had a very respectable pre-Roman context, even after 
allowance has been made for the age of the timbers used in construction.28

There was little in excavation to contradict the idea of continuous occupation of 
this settlement and, from the similarity in form and close superimposition of the 
structural phases, much to commend it. Although the stone-built houses seem not 
to have been constructed before the early second century a .d ., the preceding four 
or five superimposed timber-built houses and the two timber-built perimeters could 
also provide sufficient structural evidence for a continuous occupation for at least 
a century before this. If further excavations were to substantiate pre-Roman Iron 
Age origins for some of the rectilinear Romano-British settlements of the North
umberland dales and coastal plain it would undoubtedly be significant for later 
prehistoric settlement patterns in the area. Particularly could this be so in the valleys 
of the North Tyne and Rede, where pre-Roman hillforts and related works at present 
appear to be fewer in number than in the uplands to the north.29

There were no finds related to this settlement which were later in date than the 
second century a .d ., a fact which may not be altogether significant in assessing 
the date of its abandonment. The problem is one which is already familiar from 
excavation of similar settlements in the north, where the paucity of datable finds 
is notorious and perhaps second-century Roman pottery more easily available. 
Moreover, the later stone-built houses are structurally less sensitive to the passage 
of time than timber-built houses which require more frequent replacement. A single 
radiocarbon date from a timber structure in the rear part of the site at Belling Law 
could point to a continuation of occupation at least into the third century a .d .30

During recent years a case has been presented for there being an increase in the 
number of houses over time on a significant proportion of the stone-built native

27 v. note 8. '  land, Arch. Ael.*, (1965), 21-64.
28 160 ± 80 b.c. calibrated on central date only would 30 280 ±  70 a.d. calibrated only on the central date

be 270-180 B.C. (50 yr. av. 1974). would be 270-320 a .d . (50 yr. av. 1974).
29 G. Jobey, Hillforts and settlements in Northumber-



settlements of the Roman period in the Border counties, whether or not such a 
phenomenon is in any way indicative of an increase in population over the area as 
a whole.31 The evidence at Belling Law, where two stone-built houses seem to have 
replaced a succession of single timber-built houses, is perhaps suggestive of an 
increase in the number of inhabitants on the site but is by no means so convincing 
in this respect as examples noted elsewhere.32 In any event, it is unlikely that the 
estimated sum of the covered floor area of the two stone-built houses would have 
exceeded that of the individual timber-built houses to any significant extent.

Agriculture is attested not only by the presence of the ubiquitous rotary quern 
but also, at an early stage in the life of this settlement, by plough-marks. These 
plough-marks are only the most recent in a random series from the county of 
Northumberland which demonstrate that there could have been quite extensive culti 
vation of its areas of boulder clay in both pre-Roman or early-Roman contexts.33 
In the absence of adequate bone samples animal husbandry can only be assumed 
from the indirect evidence of the frontal yards on this and analogous sites of the 
period. Some smelting of local iron ore may have been carried out and copper alloy 
cast into small ingots, but these activities were presumably of minor import in the 
general economy of the settlement.

The chief difference in the final structural form of this settlement when com 
pared with its nearest neighbour on Tower Knowe is the presence of a ditch on the 
former site. As was argued some years ago, although not demonstrated in detail at 
the time, ,the presence or absence of a ditch on these settlements merely reflects the 
nature of the underlying sub-soil; in this instance Belling Law lies on boulder clay 
whilst the Tower Knowe settlement is on rock. There is still no evidence that this 
structural distinction is chronologically significant. Although a ditch may have 
provided additional protection perhaps more efficient drainage was also a consider 
ation, since the locations themselves are generally non-defensive. The discovery of 
new sites over recent years has not disturbed the geological basis of this dichotomy, 
as is well-illustrated in North Tynedale and Redesdale (fig. 14). There are a few 
exceptions but these are probably more apparent than real, either because of the 
poor preservation of the remains on the surface, as at Netherhouses, or the proven 
inadequacies of the present drift maps, as at Woolaw.34

Belling Law would seem not to have been occupied between the demise of the 
Romano-British settlement and the mid-thirteenth to early fourteenth century. 
Undoubtedly the most disappointing aspect of the excavation was the failure to 
determine the precise nature of this medieval occupation or to relate it to any 
structure. The question is of some significance for the history of medieval settlement 
in the upper reaches of North Tynedale. By the end of the thirteenth century all

31G . Jobey, N otes on  som e popu la tion  problem s in the H alton  C hesters (info. J. P. G illam ) and  C arraw burgh ;
area betw een the tw o R o m an  W alls, Arch . Ael. s, II also beneath  the in term edia te hillfort ram p art a t F en ton
(1974), 17-26. Hill (info. C. Burgess).

32 e.g. Tow er K now e, op, cit.; Boonies, D um friesshire, 34 In excavation , W oolaw  settlem ent has been show n
P.S.A.S., 105 (1972-3), 119-40. to  possess a d itch  and  to  be lying on drift m aterial, n o t

33 e.g. Beneath the M ilitary W ay, W alker; beneath  the rock as the m ap  suggests (info. M rs. B. C harlton).
R om an forts a t W allsend (info. C. Daniels); Rudchester;



Fig. 14. Distribution of settlements in relation to rock and boulder-clay.



the year round occupation may have succeeded shieling use, .even in some of the 
side valleys of North Tynedale further to the south.35 Moreover, it has been 
suggested recently that the reference to a chapel at Falstone by 131836 could well 
indicate that the uppermost part of the dale carried a more permanent settlement 
at that time than the surviving documentary evidence suggests.37 That the medieval 
material from Belling Law does not extend in date beyond the early fourteenth 
century is not surprising in an area vulnerable to the effects of the Scottish Wars. 
Depredations of this order would provide a more cogent reason for the abandonment 
of a site in this part of Northumberland than the climatic deterioration which may 
have contributed to the desertion of more exposed upland sites elsewhere in the 
Border counties.38 It is of some interest that the more substantial village of West 
Whelpington, some thirty kilometres to the east, also suffered a decline in size and 
wealth during the period of the Scottish Wars.39

The final settlement on the site consisted of a long farm-building, containing a 
dwelling room and a bam or byre, and an attendant garth and enclosure walls 
(fig. 13). Archaeological evidence indicates that this was occupied from the mid 
seventeenth to the early eighteenth century. Perhaps during the same period a second 
house was built and occupied but the context of this building can not be con 
firmed.

From amongst those farms which are known from documentary sources to have 
existed in this area during the period, that on Belling Law was almost certainly the 
holding known as Doubledykes, a descriptive name which undoubtedly reflects the 
presence of the earlier ditched enclosure of Roman date. The earliest reference to 
a farm of this name is that already quoted by Miss Harbottle,40 recording that 
Woodhouses and Doubledykes were owned by George Dodd and Ronald Robson 
in 1663. This documentary link with Woodhouses, a farm well-attested in its location 
on the other side of the Pot Burn, serves to strengthen still further the identification 
of Doubledykes, whilst the mid-seventeenth century date is in agreement with the 
archaeological evidence. As to the subsequent occupants and history of the site the 
eighteenth-century Poll Books provide useful information.41 The Robsons were 
legion in North Tynedale and well ensconced in the Belling area by the early 
eighteenth century. In particular, Matthew, Nicholas and John Robson, all o f Wood 
houses, appear in the Poll Book for 1710. Although Doubledykes is not mentioned 
this is not to deny its occupation at that time, and the lists for 1715 and 1722 contain 
a John Robson living at “Double dicks” and “Double-Dykes” respectively, whilst 
Matthew and Nicholas continued as occupiers of Woodhouses. Thereafter, there is 
no entry for Doubledykes or, for that matter, Woodhouses, although there are other 
reasons to believe that Woodhouses may have continued in occupation. An abandon-

35 H . G . R am m , et al. , Shielings and Bastles (1970), 6. (M arch 1975), 1-13.
36G . W. S. Barrow , A no te on  Falstone, Arch. Ael. 5, 39 M. G . Ja rre tt , T he deserted  village o f  W est W help-

II (1974), 149-52. ington, N o rth u m b erlan d , Arch. Ael.4, X L V III (1970),
37 B. H arbo ttle  and  T. G . N ew m an, E xcavation and  183-302.

survey on  the Starsley Burn, N o rth  Tynedale, Arch. Ael.5, 40 v. no te  37, p. 150.
1 (1973), 137-54. 411 am  indeb ted  to  M r. Jo h n  D ay  for his search

38 M . L. P arry , Secular clim atic change and  m arginal th rough  the relevan t m aterial, 
ag ricu ltu re , Trans. Inst. British Geographers, no . 64



ment of the farm-building at Doubledykes sometime shortly after 1722 would be 
in keeping with the evidence provided by the pottery and clay pipes.

Until further documentary evidence can be examined it seems reasonable to infer 
that Doubledykes was subsequently absorbed into a larger holding and certainly by 
the early nineteenth century the whole area was part of the more extensive Belling 
farm. Even so, the walls o f the large enclosure attached to Doubledykes, which at 
one time enclosed ridge-and-furrow cultivation, seem to have survived as boundaries 
to one of the fields shown on an early nineteenth-century map of the Belling farm.42 
By 1814, however, Hodgson43 referred to Woodhouses itself as being dilapidated 
and “very pleasantly situated among fields that have been cultivated but are now 
without fences and grazed upon”. And so this particular area has remained, apart 
from the transgression by a single track railway, until its inundation by afforestation 
in the late 1950s—a minor flooding, as it were, before the final deluge.

42 v. no te  37, p. 149, w here M iss H arb o ttle  has 
rep roduced  the m ap  in question  and  discusses the reduc 
tion  in the  num ber o f  indiv idual farm s a t th is tim e.


