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Executive Summary 
 
An archaeological watching brief was undertaken by ARS Ltd on behalf of the Parochial Church 
Council of All Saints Church, Elton  acting through the architect firm Anthony Short and Partners. 
The watching brief took place during the month of January 2007 and comprised the observing all ground 
works in relation to the installation of a new drainage system. The drainage system included four 
soakaways with related trenches and one french drain.  

During the work the remains of four articulated burials were encountered which had not been marked by 
headstones. Each burial was recorded and left in situ. Where necessary the construction of a wooden box 
over the remains enabled them to be further protected.  
 
A sandstone wall was uncovered on the west side of the tower. The wall, believed to be an exterior wall, 
could possibly date from the previous church which was demolished in 1805 after the spire collapsed. 
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1. Introduction  
1.1 Archaeological Research Services Ltd (ARS Ltd) was commissioned on behalf of 

the Parochial Church Council to undertake a watching brief during the 
installation of new underground drainage. Due to the antiquity of the site it was 
believed that intended ground works may disturb unmarked burials and other 
associated features such as buried vaults or foundations associated with existing 
or earlier phases of the church. The new drainage system connects four new 
soakaways via drainage channels to existing down pipes located at various points 
around the church and the placement of a french drain around the northern side 
of the tower. 
                                 

2. Location and Geology   
2.1       Elton is located 3km west of the B5056 Ashbourne to Bakewell Road (SK 222 

612) (Figs1 and 2).  
 
2.2 Elton lies on the mudstone and shale interface between the Ashover Gritstone 

Series to the north and the dolomitised limestone to the south (B.G. S. 1978) 
 
 

 
                     

Figure 1.  Location of Elton.
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3. Background 
3.1 Previous archaeological fieldwork undertaken at Elton revealed areas of 

prehistoric occupation (Radley and Cooper 1968). An assemblage of flint found 
during fieldwork in the fields surrounding Elton suggested a flake rather than a 
blade industry, and was suggested to date from the later part of the Neolithic-
Early Bronze Age (Radley and Cooper 1968, 43). The density of the tools was 
thought to suggest a permanent settlement and a number of burnt flints indicated 
the use of hearths nearby (Radley and Cooper 1968, 39). Four other smaller 
concentrations of Neolithic finds, recovered from the same neighbourhood at 
Green Low and Calton Hill, were suggested to represent small family groups 
practising hunting, herding and farming in the area (Radley and Cooper 1968, 45). 

 
3.2 Etymologically, the name Elton can be traced to the Anglo-Saxon period. Elton 

is a typical habitative place name combining two elements relating to the village. 
The second element -tun or -ton meaning fenced area or enclosure is often 
joined with the name of the person who founded the settlement or the important 
person who lived there (Gelling 1997, 122), in this case, Alle or Ella which was a 
common Anglo-Saxon name. 

 
3.3 The parish of Elton, at the time of the Domesday Survey, belonged to Henry de 

Ferrers and was one of the five chapelries of Youlgrave given to the Abbey of 
Leicester by Robert Colle during Henry II’s reign (1154-1189) (Cox 1877, 346). 
In the reign of Edward I (1272 – 1307) Elton was held by the Foljambe family 
and remained with them until the reign of Elizabeth I (1558 – 1603). The church 
dating from this period, known as St. Margaret’s, was known to consist of a nave, 
side aisles, a south porch, chancel and a tower with a low broached spire at the 
west end (Cox 1877, 349).  

  
3.4 After the reformation, the families of Elton had to attend services at Youlgrave 

because the church’s income was too small to support a priest. The Bishop of 
Southall granted permission in June 1695 for three villagers to mine for lead 
under the church on condition that all the profits were returned to the church 
(Cox 1877, 348). It is believed the lead mining weakened the structure causing the 
spire to collapse and crush the building on 28th February 1805 (Cox 1877, 348). 
The church was rebuilt in 1812 and now consists of an unbuttressed western 
tower with battlements. When the east windows were inserted a few years later 
several fragments of the old chapel were found to be built into the wall (Cox 
1877, 349). The existing building is now grade II listed.  

4. Aims of the Project 
4.1 The project undertaken was an archaeological watching brief, as stipulated in the 

brief supplied by the Peak District National Park Authority (PDNPA). The aims 
were as follows: 

 
� To supervise the excavation of the four soakaways, any associated drainage 

trenches and the french drain along the northern edge of the tower. 
 
� To ensure any archaeological features were fully recorded and interpreted.  
 
� To alert all interested parties to the possible destruction of archaeological 

features.  
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5. Methodology  
5.1 The drainage trenches were dug manually with a spade to a maximum depth of 

0.53m and a width of 0.4m to accommodate pipes with a diameter of 0.1m. The 
drainage pipes connected to existing down pipes from the church and were 
attached to four soakaways that were 1.2m in width  and varied in depth up to 
1.5m deep (Fig. 3).  

 
 

 
 

Figure 3.  View of completed soakaway four.
 
 
5.2 All archaeological deposits were recorded on pro forma context sheets and 

accompanied by drawn and photographic records. Drawn plans were made at a 
scale of 1:10. All features identified were photographed in monochrome print 
and colour slide format and were supplemented with digital photographs. 

 
5.3 On the discovery of human remains the ARS Ltd officer halted the excavation 

and cleaned around the remains sufficiently to identify whether they were 
articulated or disarticulated. Whenever possible the positioning of the trenches 
and soakaways were moved in order to avoid human remains and all articulated 
human remains were left in situ. Following consultation with the Vicar and the 
Senior Development Control Archaeologist for the Peak District National Park 
Authority; any exposed in situ remains were covered in a wooden box. The 
remains were cleaned, photographed, their position planned and then re-covered 
with the same deposit that had been excavated from immediately above the 
burial.  

 
6. Summary of results 
6.1 Soakaway one was located on the east side of the church and connected to an 

existing disused drain pipe located on the east side of the church (Fig. 5). The 
soakaway was placed in an area that avoided disturbing any human remains and 
was excavated to a depth of 1.29m. The topsoil (002) was a fine grain, sandy soil 
with inclusions of small stones, fragmentary disarticulated human bone, animal 
bone, modern pottery and glass (002). Below this was a deposit of clay (013) 
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which was dark bluish grey (GLEY 2 4/1) in colour and was excavated to a 
thickness of 0.53m. The maximum depth of this context was not determined.  

 
6.2 Soakaway two was located 4.76m from the north wall of the church and 6m from 

the north-west corner of the extension to the north of the church (Fig. 5). The 
position of the soakaway  was altered in order to avoid disturbing any burials and 
was excavated to a depth of 1.5m. The drainage trench, positioned to the east of 
the soakaway, ran for a total length of 10.23m and connected with down pipes 
located on the north-west corner of the extension and the north-east corner of 
the church building. The trench was excavated to a maximum depth of 0.53m 
and a maximum width of 0.3m. Below the turf was a layer of coal waste (015) 
which had a maximum thickness of 0.06m. This deposit was likely to have been 
waste from a boiler house, now used as a storeroom, at the back of the church. 
Below this was a layer of clay and sandstone rubble (012) which was found to 
have a maximum thickness of 0.82m. The rubble in this layer is likely to be fallen 
masonry debris associated with the demolition of the earlier church. The current 
church appears to have been built on top of this deposit (012) which may have 
been used as a levelling layer. The deposit contained sherds of 19th century 
pottery, glass and a piece of clay pipe stem probably dating from the 18th or 19th 
century. Below this, natural clay (013) was uncovered and was excavated to a 
maximum depth of 0.2m from the top of the context.  

 
6.3 Soakaway three was located 6.12m west of soakaway two and 5.5m from the 

north-west corner of the tower (Fig. 5). Drainage trenches connected the 
soakaway to the french drain and a down pipe located on the north-west corner 
of the church. The trenches had a total length of 6.21m and were excavated to a 
maximum depth of 0.36m and a maximum width of 0.33m. The topsoil (002) was 
found to have a maximum thickness of 0.84m whilst excavating the soakaway. 
The finds within this context consisted of animal bone, a decorated floor tile and 
a glass bottle stopper, all probably dating from the 19th century. Whilst excavating 
the soakaway a layer of clay (006), which was dark yellowish brown (10YR 4/4) 
in colour, was found at a depth of 0.98m below the surface of the ground. This 
deposit was found to contain burial two (007), located in the north-west corner 
of the soakaway. The soakaway was left at a depth of 1m and the remains were 
covered with a wooden box and left in situ. 

 
6.4 Soakaway four was located on the west side of the church, 4.95m from the south-

east corner of the tower (Fig. 5). The drainage trench for this soakaway was 
located on the south-west side of the church and ran for a total length of 18.55m. 
The trench had a minimum depth of 0.28m at the east end and a maximum depth 
of 0.53m at the west end. Burial one was located within the topsoil (002) in the 
side of the trench. When excavating the soakaway the disturbed ground (016) was 
found to have a depth of 0.92m, and within this context burial three was 
uncovered. A layer of clay (010), which was dark yellowish brown in colour 
(10YR 4/3), was found 1m below the surface of the ground and was excavated to 
a depth of 0.22m below the top of the context, before encountering burial four 
(011). The soakaway was left at a depth of 1.22m from the ground level and the 
remains were covered with a wooden box and left in situ.  

 
6.5 A substantial sandstone wall (003) was uncovered within trench four, 0.85m from 

the west corner of the tower (Figs. 4 and 5). The wall appeared to run parallel 
with the present tower wall suggesting that it could be the remains of an earlier 
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church tower. Only a 0.4m wide section of the wall was exposed as this was the 
maximum extent of the trench (Fig. 4). The width of the wall, which was 0.96m 
and consisted of two outer courses of ashlar sandstone blocks with an inner core 
of smaller stones. The extent of the wall below the ground was undeterminable 
but at a depth of 0.44m below the surface of the ground the blocks were angled 
slightly outwards. This chamfering technique was used to aid the drainage of 
rainwater on external walls (Parsons 1998, 52).  

 
 

 
 

Figure 4.  View of wall discovered within trench four looking east (Scale: 0.5m).

6.6 The french drain which was located along the northern edge of the tower was 
connected to soakaway three (Fig. 5). The drain was 4.67m in length and 0.42m 
wide with a maximum depth of 0.38m. The topsoil (002) contained some 
fragments of animal bone and a piece of clay pipe stem probably dating from the 
18th or 19th century. 
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 Figure 5.   Plan of Elton church showing the location of the
  soakaways and associated drainage trenches.
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6.7 Trench five was located on the south-east side of the church (Fig. 5) and was 
connected to the existing drainage pipe used for soakaway one. The trench ran 
for a total length of 8.16m from the east side of the porch to the south-east 
corner of the church building. The trench had a maximum depth of 0.4m and a 
maximum width of 0.38m. The finds found within the topsoil (002) included 
disarticulated human bone, animal bone, 19th century pottery sherds, glass and a 
cigarette case lid from a brand known as ‘Egyptian Beauties’. These Mignon 
cigarettes were produced by the Poulides Bros. in New York from 1897-1944 
(www.wclyn.com – a website tracing the social history of the cigarettes in 
America). The case probably found its way to Elton during the Second World 
War. 

 
7. Burial Results – ‘Human Bone Analysis’ by Alex Thornton 
7.1 Burial one (005) was located within trench four, 0.48m south from the west 

corner of the main church building and 7.72m west from the west side of the 
porch. The remains were positioned in the side of the trench and could not be 
fully excavated without extending the trench (Fig. 6). The remains uncovered 
consisted of the left tibia and fibula and the bones from the left foot. The tibia’s 
epiphyseal ends were not fused which happens during puberty. This suggests that 
the remains were from a juvenile under the age of 16 years old. Part of a 
disarticulated female pelvis was found close to the burial but it was not possible 
to state whether it was connected. The burial was recorded and left in situ. 

 
 

 
 

Figure 6. View of burial one (Scale: 0.25m)

7.2 Burial two (007) was located in the north-west corner of soakaway three. The 
position of the skeleton suggested that the headstone for this burial had been lost 
as the remains were in line with other headstones close by.  The remains were 
supine and extended and consisted of the distal ends of both tibia and fibula, the 
bones from the right foot and left calcaneus and talus of an adult. The remains 
were found within a clay deposit (006) (Fig.7). Related to these remains a metal 
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artefact, probably a coffin handle, was uncovered. The remains were covered 
with a wooden box and left in situ. 

 
 

 
 

Figure 7.  View of burial two (Scale: 0.25m).
 

 
7.3 Whilst digging soakaway four a disarticulated skull (008) was uncovered 0.72m 

below the surface of the ground. Further excavation revealed articulated remains, 
directly beneath the skull (Burial 3), at a depth of 1.1m below the surface of the 
ground. It was impossible to state whether the skull was related to the burial as it 
could have been deposited at a later date. The skull was aligned north-south and 
was laid on its’ left side, partially face down (Fig. 8). Some disarticulated pieces of 
jaw with teeth were located close by and were possibly related to this skull. 

 
7.3.1 Burial three (009) consisted of both the left tibia and femur of an adult (Fig. 9). 

The remains were located within the side of the soakaway and could not be 
uncovered without extending the trench. Both the skull (008) and burial three 
were located within the topsoil (002). 
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Figure 8. View of skull (008) (Scale: 0.25m).
 
 
 

 
 

Figure 9. View of burial three (Scale: 0.25m).

Archaeological Research Services Ltd 

12 



7.4 Burial four was located in the south-east corner of soakaway four, 1.46m below 
the surface of the ground (Fig. 10). The remains were supine and extended and 
consisted of 13 vertebrae, ribs, the left humerus and radius and part of the pelvis 
of an adult. The arms were extended up and across the face which is an unusual 
position and suggests the possibility that the remains had been moved. The 
remains were located within a clay deposit (010) found at 1.4m below the surface 
of the ground. The remains were covered with a wooden box and left in situ (Fig. 
11). 

 
 

 
 

Figure 10.  View of burial four (Scale: 0.25m).
 
 

 
 

Figure 11. View of burial four covered by the wooden box - 
shows proximity of burial three above.
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8. Conclusions 
8.1 The work undertaken at Elton revealed the remains of four articulated burials. 

None of these burials were marked with a headstone which suggests they either 
date from the early church or that their headstones were moved in more recent 
times. A number of headstones were leant against the church, indicating many 
had been moved from their original position. It would seem reasonable to 
suggest that this is responsible for the occurrence of unmarked graves discovered 
in the churchyard.  

 
8.2 The discovery of a substantial sandstone wall on a similar alignment as the 

present tower suggests that it could be the remains of the previous tower. Its size 
and construction implies it was an exterior wall. However, plans of the old 
church do not correspond with the position of this wall but rather show that the 
new tower directly overlay the old towers foundations. The discovery of the wall 
may mean that the plans were not totally accurate, which is not uncommon, or 
that the wall found represents part of an unrecorded construction of an unknown 
date. 

 
9. Publicity, Confidentiality and Copyright 
9.1 Any publicity will be handled by the client. 
 
9.2 Archaeological Research Services Ltd will retain the copyright of all documentary 

and photographic material under the Copyright, Designs and Patent Act (1988).
  

10. Statement of Indemnity 
10.1 All statements and opinions contained within this report arising from the works 

undertaken are offered in good faith and compiled according to professional 
standards. No responsibility can be accepted by the author/s of the report for 
any errors of fact or opinion resulting from data supplied by any third party, or 
for loss or other consequence arising from decisions or actions made upon the 
basis of facts or opinions expressed in any such report(s), howsoever such facts 
and opinions may have been derived. 
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 Context Register. 
 
 

Context Dimensions Munsell 
number 

Inclusions Description 

001 All over the 
site 

_ Roots. Layer of turf found all over the site.

002 All over the 
site. 

10 YR  
3/6 
Dark 
yellowish 
brown. 

Disarticulated human 
bone, animal bone, 
modern pottery, clay pipe, 
floor tile. 

Disturbed topsoil deposit which 
included Burial 1 and 3 and (008). 

003 960mm x 300m 
x 440mm 
 
Trench 4 
 

_ _ Sandstone wall found within trench 
four consisting of two outer 
courses of ashlar blocks and an 
inner core. Base angled away for 
drainage suggesting exterior wall. 
Possibly previous church tower. 

004 5m x 4m 
 
Trench 4 

10 YR 3/1 
Very dark 
grey. 

 

_ Imported soil underneath the 
pebble path on the south side of 
the church. 

006 820mm x 
660mm 
 
Soakaway 3 

10 YR 4/4 
Dark 
Yellowish 
Brown. 

Burial two was located 
within this layer of clay at 
a depth of 1m in soakaway 
3.  

Deposit of clay associated with 
Burial two but does not appear to 
be a grave cut.  

010 340mm x 
200mm 
 
Soakaway 4 

10 YR 4/4 
Dark 
Yellowish 
Brown. 

Burial four located within 
this layer of clay at a depth 
of 140mm in soakaway 4. 

Deposit of clay associated with 
Burial four but does not appear to 
be a grave cut.  

012 Close to the 
church 
(approximately 
5m). 

_ Broken masonry 
sandstone, clay pipe, 
modern pottery. 

Deposit represents demolition 
rubble from previous church. 

013 All over the 
site. 

GLEY 2 
4/1 
Dark 
bluish 
grey. 

Small stones. Natural clay found across the site. 

014 360mm x 
48mm 
 
Soakaway 1 

 

10 YR 4/2 
 
Yellowish 
Brown. 

Animal bone, sandstone 
(Approximately 230mm x 
500mm) 

Disturbed deposit of clay found at 
a depth of 1m in soakaway 1. 

015 Full extent 
unknown -
found close to 
the church on 
the north-east 
side. 

Black _ Coal waste deposit associated with 
the old boiler house at the rear of 
the church on the north-east side. 
Approximately 10mm deep. 
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 Context Register for skeletons. 
 

Context Location Bones Exposed Age and Sex 

005 Trench 5 Left tibia and fibula, left foot 
bones. 

Juvenile – Tibia epiphyseal ends are 
unfused. � 16 years. Possibly female due 
to the disarticulated pelvis found with the 
remains. 

007 Soakaway 3 Distal ends of both tibia, both 
fibula, right foot and left 
calcaneus and talus. 

Adult. 

008 Soakaway 4 Skull. Adult. 

009 Soakaway 4 Left tibia and femur. Adult. 
011 Soakaway 4 Vertebrae, left humerus, 

radius, part of pelvis. 
Adult. 
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