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STUDFOLD BIG DIG, UPPER NIDDERDALE, 

NORTH YORKSHIRE 

 
COMMUNITY ARCHAEOLOGY EXCAVATION 

 
Summary 

 
As part of a programme of community archaeology events, a week-long excavation 
was organised by Nidderdale AONB on land at Studfold Farm in Upper Nidderdale. 
The excavations were undertaken by a wide range of volunteers from both the local 
community and from groups based outside North Yorkshire. The excavation was 
carried out between the 3rd and 7th July 2017. During the course of the excavation 
pupils from four local schools took an active part in the dig. 
 
The excavation took the form of five trenches which totalled an area of c.114m². The 
trenches were located in order to investigate potential archaeological features which 
had been identified during earlier surveys of the area. These features included a 
possible Iron Age hut circle, a hollow-way and a spoil mound from mineral 
prospecting.  
 
The results of the excavation were generally very modest with the three trenches 
aimed at investigating the possible Iron Age hut revealing only natural features. 
However, recovered from the topsoil of two of these trenches was a very small amount 
of iron slag and late Saxon pottery. The presence of this significant pottery in the 
upper deposits would seem to point to some form of late Saxon activity, possibly some 
form of settlement, located up-hill of the area investigated. 
 
The trench which investigated the possible relationship between the hollow-way and a 
large earthwork feature was also, unfortunately, rather inconclusive as this too only 
appeared to reveal natural deposits. However there is still a modest potential for 
further investigation here as it was felt that the limited time on site didn’t allow for a 
full investigation of these features.  
 
The final trench investigating the post-medieval spoil confirmed that the mound was 
indeed the waste material from mineral prospecting which had been dumped on the 
existing ground surface, probably adjacent to a small shaft.  
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STUDFOLD BIG DIG, UPPER NIDDERDALE 

NORTH YORKSHIRE 

 
COMMUNITY ARCHAEOLOGY EXCAVATION 

 
 
1.0 INTRODUCTION 
 
1.1 This report presents the results of a community archaeology project organised 

by the Nidderdale AONB which excavated four trenches on land at Studfold 
Farm, near Lofthouse, Upper Nidderdale, North Yorkshire (NGR SE 09747 
73287). The site is in Stonebeck Down civil parish of Harrogate district, North 
Yorkshire. 

 
1.2 The project was undertaken by a wide range of volunteers from both the local 

community and from groups based outside North Yorkshire. The excavation 
was carried out under professional archaeological supervision between the 3rd 
and 7th July 2017. During the course of the excavation pupils from four local 
schools visited the site in order to get hands-on experience of digging on an 
active archaeological investigation.  

 
1.3 The enthusiastic support of the farmers has been key to the success of this 

project, and the deepest thanks of the project team are extended to  Anne 
Challis and Ian Walker at Studfold Farm. All the features described in 
this report are on private land, and express permission of the farmers is needed 
to visit. The site is on a working farm with hazards of both moving machinery 
and animals. All excavation trenches were back-filled and reinstated following 
the conclusion of fieldwork. 

 
 
2.0 BACKGROUND 
 
 Location, Topography and Land-use 
2.1 The site at Studfold is situated on the western side of Upper Nidderdale half a 

mile to the west of Lofthouse (SE 09747 73287). The proposed areas for 
investigation are more level areas on a moderately sloping, east facing hillside. 
The area is surrounded by upland grazing at a height of c.245mOD and is in 
Stonebeck Down Civil Parish, Harrogate District, North Yorkshire (Figure 1). 

 
 Geology and Soils 
2.2 The underlying geology of the site and the surrounding area is the Namurian 

(millstone grit) of the Carboniferous Jurassic period (British Geological 
Survey, 2001). Overlying this, the quaternary geology is currently unclassified 
by the British Geological Survey (British Geological Survey, 1977). The soils 
that have developed from this are the Wilcocks 1 association, which is 
described as a slowly permeable, seasonally waterlogged, fine loamy soil over 
clayey upland soils with a peaty surface horizon (Soil Survey of England and 
Wales, 1983). 
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 Historic Background (Nidderdale ANOB) 
2.3 Studfold Farm is located approximately 0.5 miles to the south-west of 

Lofthouse. The Farm is owned by the Walker family and, as well as 
agricultural use, has diversified to provide the Studfold Nature Trail tourist 
and educational attraction. The site is accessed along a relatively short but 
rough track - Blayshaw Lane.  

 
2.4 Studfold is the site of a former medieval grange, belonging to the Cistercian 

Abbey of Byland. It was sold into private ownership following the dissolution 
of the monasteries in the mid-16th century (Jennings, 1992, 97, Ashley Cooper 
p 48).  

 
2.5 Archaeological and historical surveys of the site were carried out for the 

Studfold Nature Project in 2008/9 (Studfold Community Nature Project, 
2010). As well as a series of nineteenth century industrial features associated 
with lead mining and stone quarrying, an ancient field system was identified 
along with the possible site of a Romano-British settlement.  

 
2.6 A Geophysics survey commissioned by the Upper Nidderdale Landscape 

Partnership Scheme in 2017 also identified the probable existence of an 
ancient field system on the site and noted that it was still in use at the time of 
the first edition OS map, 1853. Following this, a Romano-British settlement 
was recently unearthed in nearby Blayshaw Gill during an excavation by the 
Our Farm Heritage Project group, which is also part of the UNLPS.  

 
2.7 It is hoped that the excavation of features in the fields at Studfold Farm will 

help develop our understanding of this important site which has been 
described by landscape historian Dr Richard Muir as ‘a hill farm context with 
a truly exceptional level of historic/archaeological interest.’(Studfold 
Community Nature Project, 2010, p 90). 
 

2.8 For a more detailed background to the project see Big Dig 2017: Secrets of 
Studfold. 
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Figure 1. General Site location        (Nidderdale ANOB) 

 
 
3.0 AIMS AND OBJECTIVES 
 
3.1 The objectives of the community excavation were broadly: 
 

 to deliver a programme of archaeological activities to the community 
volunteers that would educate, train and help them to develop their 
understanding and appreciation of the past and its material remains. 

 to use the results of the investigations to provide information that will add 
to the knowledge and understanding of the development of the landscape 
at Studfold and its environs and be used to improve the visitor experience 
of the site. 

 
3.2 Part of the overall project was to provide the participants in it with a broad 

range of initial training which would provide a background in archaeological 
methods and help promote an understanding and appreciation of the past and 
its material remains.  

 
3.3 The aims of the project were to identify, based on previous investigations, a 

suitable location to carry out targeted excavations in order to investigate what 
archaeological remains survive. This was achieved using a combination of 
archaeological techniques. The specific aims were to: 

 
 carry out archaeological excavations within targeted areas of the 

landscape.  
 recover any archaeological artefacts and environmental material 

revealed by the excavation. 
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 produce a suitably detailed report on the results of the investigations 
and analysis of the recovered artefacts and environmental material. 

 
3.4 All archaeological works were carried out in accordance with the Institute for 

Archaeology Code of Conduct for an Archaeological Excavations (updated 
2013) and to a previous submitted written scheme of investigation (Buglass, 
2017). 

 
 
4.0 METHODOLOGY 
 
4.1 The location and size of the four trenches was determined ‘on the ground’ in 

conjunction with the Historic Nidderdale Project Officer and landowner. The 
cutting and stripping of turf and topsoil was carried out by the community 
volunteers, using hand tools under direct archaeological supervision. The 
excavation was then carried out in level spits down to the first potential 
significant archaeological horizon. From this point on the various deposits 
were investigated stratigraphically.  

 
4.2 During the excavations the exposed ground surfaces were inspected for 

archaeological features and the resulting topsoil stockpiles were monitored for 
archaeological artefacts. 

 
4.3 The location of the four trenches was based upon earlier research undertaken 

as part an HLF funded Community Nature Project that took place at Studfold 
between 2008 and 2010 (Studfold Community Nature Project, 2010). As part 
of this project surveys were commissioned to examine the industrial and 
landscape archaeology of the area. The results of this suggested a long history 
of settlement and industrial activity and the landscape historian Dr Richard 
Muir concluded that Studfold is ‘a hill farm context with a truly exceptional 
level of historic/archaeological interest’ In addition to ancient field systems, 
Dr Muir identified the existence of earthworks amongst the 18th century farm 
buildings that suggest this is the site of a much older settlement (Muir, 2010, 
90). The decision was made to investigate the possible location of a sunken 
Iron Age hut in the northern corner of the field by excavating a trench on 
either side of the putative entrance and one across what would be the northern 
wall of the structure. The fourth trench was located to investigate the 
relationship between a north-south bank and the possible east-west hollow-
way running down from the possible enclosure on the top of the hill. Figure 2 
below shows the detailed site and trench locations. 
 
Trench Descriptions 
 Trench 1 – 2.9x1.5m (4.35m²) was located to investigate the possible 

northern side of an entrance to a sunken feature 
 Trench 2 – 3.1x1.4m (4.34m²) was located to investigate the possible 

northern side of an entrance to a sunken feature. 
 Trench 3 – 5x1.5m (7.5m²) was located to investigate the area northern 

side of a potential sunken feature.  
 Trench 4 – 7x2m (14m²) this trench was located on the hillside to the south 

of the other three trenches in order to investigate the relationship between 
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a north-south bank and the possible east-west hollow-way running down 
from the possible enclosure on the top of the hill. 

 Trench 5 – 1.5x1m (1.5m²) was located on the side of a possible spoil 
mound associated with post-medieval mining 

 

Plate 1. General view to south-west of area investigated 
 
 

 
 Plate 2. General view of Trenches 1-3 under excavation, looking north 
 
 

Trenches 1-3 Trench 4 

Trench 5 



Studfold Big Dig, Upper Nidderdale – Community Archaeology Excavation 
___________________________________________________________________________________ 

___________________________________________________________________________________ 
JB Archaeology Ltd      on behalf of Nidderdale AONB 

10 

 
 Plate 3. General view of Trench 4 under excavation with Trenches 1-3 in 

background, looking north 
 
 
 



 
   Figure 2. Sketch showing potential archaeological features and trench locations at Studfold Farm. (Not to scale) 

Trench 1 
Trenches 2&3 

Trench 4 

Trench 5 



5.0 RESULTS 
 
5.1 The results of the evaluation were generally very modest, with few 

archaeological features being encountered during the excavations. Four of the 
five trenches were successfully excavated down to the natural underlying 
geology. The results of the archaeological sequences excavated in each of the 
trenches are given in detail below. In the text, the context numbers assigned to 
each archaeological deposit or feature are given in [] brackets. The 
descriptions of the results in each trench generally start with the oldest 
deposits encountered and end with the most recent deposits. The whole of the 
site was covered in a topsoil of varying depths and was assigned the context 
number [01] with the trench number first - thus topsoil in Trench 1 is [101]. 
The topsoil was a moderately to well compacted mid to dark brown, sandy soil 
with a high organic component. The underlying natural geology across the site 
was found to be a very compacted mid to light browny/yellow silty deposit 
with localised patches of silty gravel.  

 
 Trench 1 (Figure 2, Plate 4) 
5.2 This trench was located to investigate what had been suggested as the northern 

side of a slightly sunken entranceway into an Iron Age roundhouse. The 
excavations initially appeared to support this suggestion as what appeared to 
be a series of possible post pads and decayed wall alignment were revealed. 
These appeared to follow the alignment of the edge of the ‘entrance hollow’. 
However, on further investigation it became apparent that these features were 
entirely natural in origin and were probably formed as a result of water action 
from the retreating glaciers at the end of the last ice age.  

 
5.3 The bottom of the sequence [104] was a friable, mid-brown sandy silt with 

small amounts of gravel and large pieces of ‘Nidderdale Marble’. Lying 
directly over this was a thin, often patchy layer of grey clay with orange 
mottling [103]. The deposition of this material appears to have been as a result 
of the slow percolation of water down slope bringing with it the smaller clay 
particles. This in turn was covered by an orangy-brown silty sediment which 
contained an evenly distributed layer cobble sized stones [102]. The even size 
and distribution of the cobbles initially seemed to support the original 
suggestion that this was the remains of an entrance into the sunken feature.  

 

  
 Plate 4. Trench 1 excavated to natural, looking north-west, scales 1m 
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 Trench 2 (Figure 2, Plate 5) 
5.4 During the excavation of Trench 1, when it was still thought to be 

investigating the entrance to a sunken feature, it was decided to try to establish 
its southern side. To do this Trench 2 was excavated in the corresponding 
location to Trench 1 on the southern side of the ‘entrance hollow’. Initially the 
results were similarly promising with the same stratigraphic sequence being 
encountered (Plate 5). However, in both trenches it then became apparent that 
the deposits were entirely natural in origin. This said, this trench produced four 
fragments of late Saxon pottery (see below for details) and small amounts of 
iron slag and burnt stone from within the topsoil. From their highly abraded 
nature these few fragments of pottery appear to have probably been 
transported down slope over time, suggesting later Saxon activity towards the 
top of the slope. 

 

  
 Plate 5. Trench 2 showing the cobble layer in [202], looking NE, scales 1m 
 
 Trench 3 (Figure 2, Plate 6) 
5.5 This trench was located in order to investigate the northern edge of the sunken 

feature, which had tentatively been interpreted as a possible Iron Age round 
house. The trench was located to try to encompass the interior, any form of 
wall and the immediate exterior of any structure. Once again the same 
stratigraphic sequence as Trenches 1&2 was encountered but in this case there 
were a number of significantly larger stones present (Plate 6). Initially these 
were hoped to be the remains of a boulder wall that could have lined the 
hollow in order to create the structure. However, on further excavation it 
became obvious that these were simply small boulders that had become 
trapped in a natural hollow as part of the development of the post glacial 
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landscape. Interestingly one large and several small pieces of iron slag were 
recovered from this trench along with small amounts of burnt stone. 

 

  
 Plate 6. Trench 3 fully excavated to natural deposits looking north, scales 1m 
 
 Trench 4 (Figure 2, Plates 7&8) 
5.6 Trench 4 was located in order to investigate the relationship between a 

possible east-west aligned hollow-way and what appeared to be a later north-
south terrace/embankment cutting across its western end (Plate 7). 

 

  
 Plate 7. Trench 4 under excavation, looking east at possible relationship 

between bank and hollow-way, scales 1m 

Possible hollow-way 

Possible terrace edge 
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5.7 In order to try to investigate this trench thoroughly in the time available, it was 
decided to half section the trench with the result that only the northern side of 
it was excavated (Plate 8). The results of this excavation were somewhat 
inconclusive. The stratigraphic sequence revealed was very similar to that seen 
in Trenches 1-3 at the base of the slope but without the thin layer of water lain 
clay. There was no obvious evidence for a hollow-way in the form of a simple 
track surface or even additional disturbance caused by use. Nor was there any 
evidence for the creation of a later north-south aligned bank overlying the 
western end of the hollow-way. Due to the steepness of the slope it was 
expected that there would have been some form of revetting, probably in 
stone, in order to prevent the terrace from moving down slope. The deposits 
encountered all appeared to be natural in their formation. It is possible that the 
hollow-way is actually a melt water channel and the terrace has formed as a 
result of sediment movement down the hillside. However, it is felt that there is 
still a modest archaeological potential for these features which could be 
investigated further. 
 

  
 Plate 8. Trench 4 fully excavated, looking west, scales 1m 
 
 Trench 5 (Figure 2; Plates 9&10) 
5.8 The final trench was located on the side of what appeared to be a small mound 

of spoil from the post-medieval mineral prospecting that is known to have 
occurred in the area. This trench quickly established that the mound was 
indeed excavation spoil that had been dumped on the earlier ground surface 
(Plate 10). The spoil was a mixture of random sized and shaped stones in a 
sandy, silty sediment. 
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 Plate 9. General view of Trench 5 under excavation, looking north-west 
 

  
 Plate 10. Trench 5 fully excavated showing the excavated spoil dumped over 

the earlier ground surface, looking west, scales 1m 
 
 
6.0 FINDS 
 
6.1 A very modest finds assemblage was encountered with material only being 

recovered from Trenches 1, 2 and 3. This material consisted of a few several 
very small fragments (from Trenches 2&3) and one large lump (260g from 
Trench 3) of iron slag. All three trenches produced a very modest amount of 
burnt stone, although this was randomly distributed throughout the upper 
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deposits in the trenches. Trench 2 was the only trench which produced pottery 
and this consisted of four fragments of late Saxon material.  

 
 Pottery –C Cumberpatch BA PhD 

Introduction 
6.2 The pottery assemblage from Studfold Farm was examined by the author on 

28th July and 6th August 2017. It consisted of four sherds of pottery weighing 
10 gram and represented a maximum of three vessels. 

 
The pottery 

6.3  Although small in size and very badly damaged by mechanical abrasion, the 
assemblage was of considerable importance as it appeared to be of Late Saxon 
date. Pottery of this date is rare and its presence on the site would seem to 
indicate occupation in the area prior to the Norman Conquest. Few other 
conclusions can be drawn from such a small assemblage but any further work 
in the area may reveal more about the early history of the site. 

 
 
7.0 DISCUSSION 
 
7.1 Overall the results of the various excavations were not as significant as had 

initially been anticipated. What had appeared to be the remains of a possible 
Iron Age roundhouse turned out to be a natural geological feature. However 
the presence of a small assemblage of artefacts in the upper layers of these 
trenches points to some form of late Saxon activity – probably located uphill 
of the area investigated. The fact that the pottery has been identified as being 
late Saxon is significant, as little or no evidence for Saxon activity has been 
recorded in this area and this discovery hints as some form of settlement 
nearby.  

 
7.2 The results of the investigation of the hollow-way were somewhat 

inconclusive with it now appearing to probably being a natural feature. 
However it may still be worth some further investigation.  

 
7.3 The investigation of the spoil mound from the mineral prospecting quickly 

established that this was indeed what it appeared to be and that the overburden 
from the prospecting had simply been dumped on the ground around the top of 
the exploratory shaft. 

 
7.4 Although the results of these investigations could be seen as being somewhat 

disappointing, they have been invaluable in being able to quantatively test the 
earlier interpretations of the landscape. The previous suggestion that the 
various circular hollows towards the bottom of the slope were hut remains 
now appears to be incorrect and they are in fact natural features. Though as 
only one of the six features was investigated, there is still a potential for the 
others to contain archaeological remains. Similarly the possible hollow-way 
and its relationship with the ‘terrace’ may also be a happenstance of natural 
processes, but again it may be worth further investigation.  
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7.5 As a result of these investigations it is now possible to re-examine the earlier 
interpretation of this landscape and refine those interpretations, and to propose 
new areas for investigation. 
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Appendix I 
 
 

Studfold Big Dig Pottery Data 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Context Type No Wt ENV Part Form Decoration Date range Notes 
T3 Reduced Sandy ware 1 6 1 BS Hollow ware U/Dec Late Saxon Abraded sherd; dull orange to grey sandy fabric w/ abundant quartz up to 0.5mm 

T3 Reduced Sandy ware 1 2 1 BS Hollow ware U/Dec Late Saxon Heavily abraded sandy sherd w/ fine quartz & very fine muscovite on int surface 

T3 Reduced Sandy ware 2 2 1 BS Hollow ware U/Dec 
Late 

Saxon? 
Very heavily abraded & damaged dull brown to black sandy fabric w/ fine quartz up to 

0.5mm 
 Total 4 10 3      


