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Summary 

An archaeological evaluation was carried out in a former builders yard at Middlesmoor 

prior to the re-development of the site for housing. Although the site is located within a 

scheduled area, reputedly part of a prehistoric settlement, no evidence for human activity was 

identified in either of the two trial trenches. A steep sided depression, previously interpreted 

as a possible enclosing ditch around the settlement, is interpreted as a natural channel with 

the postulated ‘bank’ also proving to be comprised of undisturbed natural deposits.  
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1 Introduction  

Archaeological Services WYAS (ASWYAS) was commissioned by Allison & MacRae 

Architects on behalf of their clients Lee and Holmes to undertake an archaeological 

evaluation by trial trenching in a former builders yard in Middlesmoor, prior to the re-

development of the site for residential housing. Part of the site lies within a scheduled area 

(Scheduled Ancient Monument NY524). The fieldwork was carried out on April 21st and 

April 22nd 2010. 

Site location and topography 

The site is located north-east of Skipton and north-west of Harrogate approximately 10km 

north-west of Pateley Bridge in Upper Nidderdale, centred at SE 0918 7429 (see Fig. 1), at 

300m above Ordnance Datum. The site comprises a former builders yard at the northern end 

of the village of Middlesmoor and is bounded to the east by In Moor Lane, the main route 

through the village, and to the west by a grass field which comprises the Scheduled Ancient 

Monument (see below).  

Soils, geology and land-use 

The underlying geology of the area comprises solid sandstone with areas of mixed mudstone, 

siltstone and sandstones from the Upper Carboniferous. (British Geological Survey 1985). 

The soils are classified in the Wick 1 Association (541g) being described as well-drained 

coarse loams, locally over rock (Soil Survey of England and Wales 1995).  

The site comprises a former builders yard currently used to stockpile building rubble and 

other construction materials. Much of the yard WAS under concrete and partially covered by 

modern buildings. The area under evaluation was restricted to the northern end of the site, 

this being the only part of the site where the original land surface remains. Elsewhere within 

the site the ground surface has been reduced in places by up to 2m. 

 

2 Archaeological and Historical Background 

The site lies within the Scheduled Monument of ‘Settlement Site Middlesmoor (County 

Monument no. NY/524. The scheduled area is thought to encompass the remains of a 

prehistoric settlement and contains a steep sided linear depression which has been interpreted 

as a ditch enclosing the settlement. This ‘ditch’ extends into the northern end of the builders 

yard. However, this feature is described on the English Heritage Pastscape website (English 

Heritage 2007) as ‘a steep sided depression extending in a slight curve… traceable around 

the sloping side of a natural spur…. No indications of a continuation exist. Furthermore the 

area is described as ‘one of pasture fields devoid of signs of cultivation or other disturbance. 

Despite its scheduling as a settlement the appearance of the ditch is indicative of a water 

worn gully, (similar to others in the vicinity) later widened by use as a trackway. 
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Consequently although the settlement site itself is suggested to be Bronze Age this has not 

been confirmed and the reliability of the scheduling appears dubious.  

The modern village of Middlesmoor is thought to have originated as a grange of Byland 

Abbey, although within the village church of St Chad’s is a 10th or 11th century preaching 

cross that suggest there may have been an earlier Celtic monastic community within the local 

area. 

 

3 Aims and Objectives 

The general aim of the evaluation was to gather sufficient information to establish the 

presence/absence, character, extent, state of preservation and date of any archaeological 

remains within the northern part of the proposed development area.  

The specific aims were to: 

• locate and characterise any surviving above and below ground archaeological remains 

relating to possible prehistoric settlement site; 

• provide an assessment of the potential and significance of any identified 

archaeological remains in a local, regional and (if relevant) national context; 

• provide information on which a strategy for further evaluation and/or mitigation, if 

required can be developed, and; 

• to produce a comprehensive site archive and report. 

These aims were to be achieved by excavating two trial trenches (see Fig. 2). 

Trench 1, measuring 3m by 2m, was situated on the sloping ground at the northern end of the 

site in order to target any remains of a possible enclosure bank and any buried land surface. 

Trench 2, measuring 4m by 2m, was located at the bottom of the slope, and was located to 

sample across the possible enclosure ditch. 

 

4 Methodology 

Following consultation between the Development Control Archaeologist, North Yorkshire 

County Council (NYCC), and the Inspector of Ancient Monuments, English Heritage, a 

Written Scheme of Investigation was produced by NYCC; this document is included as 

Appendix 3. Consent was sought from the Department for Culture, Media and Sport to  

excavate within a scheduled area with permission being granted under the terms of the 

Ancient Monuments and Archaeological Areas Act 1979 (Section 2); this document is 

included as Appendix 4. 

The terms and conditions of both these documents were adhered to during the evaluation.    
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A small mini-excavator fitted with a toothless ditching bucket was used to remove the 

modern building debris and topsoil. The stripping was undertaken under direct archaeological 

supervision and in level spits. The stripped surface and areas was inspected for 

archaeological remains and cleaned by hand where necessary. Appropriate written, drawn and 

photographic records were made in accordance with ASWYAS guidelines, site recording 

manual (ASWYAS 2003, 2006) and IfA standards and guidance (IfA 2008), the contents of 

the primary archive are listed in Appendix 1, with a concordance of contexts presented in 

Appendix 2.  

 

5 Results  

Trench 1 (Fig. 2; Plates 1-3) 

Trench 1 was located in the north-western corner of the site on an area of sloping ground that 

had been suggested may be part of a bank enclosing the prehistoric settlement. The trench 

was placed to take in as much of the banked slope as practicable and provide a section 

through the rise in the ground. The trench measured 2m by 3m and was oriented north-east to 

south-west. The north-eastern end of the trench was partially truncated by a corrugated iron 

shed (see Plate 1). 

The section excavated through this banked area was a maximum of 1.58m in depth and 

revealed a layer of topsoil (106), varying between 0.20m in depth at the top of the slope and 

0.60m at the bottom of the slope, overlaying natural deposits comprising layers of well 

compacted, mixed sandy deposits and mudstones layers (108, 109 and 110). These deposits 

were up to 0.88m in depth and overlay fractured sandstone (112), which in turn was situated 

upon solid sandstone bedrock (113) which was present at between 301.79m and 302.93m 

above Ordnance Datum. The deposits were completely sterile, very clean and were consistent 

with natural deposits. No finds were recovered and no organic material or charred remains 

were visible within any of these deposits. No buried soil horizons were identified and there 

was no evidence for a man-made bank.  

Trench 2 (Fig. 2; Plates 4 and 5) 

Trench 2 was located in the north-eastern corner of the site adjacent to a gate accessing the 

site from In Moor Lane. The trench was located across the possible ditch feature which has 

been interpreted as possibly enclosing the settlement site. The trench measured 4m by 2m and 

was excavated by hand with spoil removal aided by machine down to a depth of 2.06m below 

the ground surface, 299.46m above Ordnance Datum. 

The upper deposits of the trench were removed by machine and consisted of made ground 

containing modern building rubble of brick and stone fragments 0.48m thick. The trench 

located a broad U-shaped feature (105), 1.58m deep and at least 4m wide, that was cut into 

the natural sandstone bedrock. The sides of the feature were extremely smooth with no 

evidence to suggest an anthropogenic origin. This feature was filled by laminated bands of 
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orange sands and greyish clayey sands. These deposits were highly compacted with no tip 

lines evident to suggest an archaeological origin. The thin banding of laminated clays and 

sands were also extremely sterile with no organic remains or charcoal in evidence. No 

artefacts or ecofacts were recovered.  

 

6 Discussion  

There was no evidence of any buried soil horizon in T1 and all the deposits were completely 

sterile strongly suggesting that the slope is the natural undisturbed ground surface. Similarly 

the smooth nature of the sides of the ditch feature in T2 and the sterile laminated nature of the 

fills strongly supports a natural origin, probably a water worn channel as suggested on the 

English Heritage Pastscape website. 

Although the raised area and depression have not been interpreted as archaeological the 

Neolithic and Bronze Age flints found in the area indicate that the surrounding area has been 

exploited in the past. The scheduled site is situated on a well defined spur that enjoys a 

commanding view over Nidderdale (Plate 6) and which would have provided a good site for 

the location of a settlement.  Consequently although no evidence has been found for a bank 

or to suggest that the depression was a deliberately created defensive ditch feature the natural 

channel may well have been visible in the past thus adding to the defensive nature of the site 

and providing further reason as to why the location may have been exploited in the past.  

 

7 Conclusion 

The excavations at the northern end of the builders yard in Middlesmoor have not identified 

any features or deposits that would confirm an archaeological interpretation for either the 

linear depression or the raised area which it has been suggested may have been indicative of a 

ditch and possible bank that may have served to enclose and defend the adjacent prehistoric 

settlement. The features are therefore considered to be natural in origin. 

 

 



Fig. 1.  Site location

Inset see Fig. 2.
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Fig. 2. Site plan showing position of trenches within development area (1:1000 @ A4)
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Plate 1. South-western end of Trench 1, looking north-west. 

 

Plate 2. South-western end of Trench 1 showing natural deposits, looking south-west; 

land slopes down from south-west to north-west 
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Plate 3. Trench 1, south-eastern section of banked area 

 

Plate 4. Trench 2;  section through natural feature 106, looking north-west 
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Plate 5. Trench 2, after full excavation, looking south-west 

 

Plate 6. View from scheduled area looking south-east towards Middlesmoor village and 

Nidderdale – site to immediate left of frame  
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Appendix 1: Inventory of primary archive 

File No. Description Quantity 

1 Risk assessment 1 

 Site location plan 1 

 Site Plan 1 

 Trench record sheet 2 

 Daily record sheets 2 

 Risk assessment 1 

 Context register 1 

 Context cards 100-115 16 

 Drawing register 1 

 Sheets of permatrace 4 

 Digital photo record sheet 1 
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 Appendix 2: Concordance of contexts 

Context Trench Description 

100 2 Upper rubble layer 

101 2 Stony rubble mixed with topsoil  

102 2 Greyish silty sandy deposit fill of 105 

103 2 Bands of orangey and greyish sand and clays 

104 2 Bands of orangey and greyish sand and clays, better defined layers than 103 

105 2 ‘Cut’ of natural channel? 

106 1 Topsoil deposit 

107 1 Stony topsoil deposit 

108 1 Grey shale deposit 

109 1 Mid greyish yellow shale 

110 1 Bands of sandy material 

111 1 Heavily weathered friable sandstone 

112 1 Weathered sandstone regolith 

113 1 Orange sandstone bedrock 

114 1 Cut for corrugated iron shed 

115 1 Base of corrugated iron shed 
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Appendix 3: Written Scheme of Investigation  
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Appendix 4: Scheduled Monument Consent 
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