The Yearsley Moor Archaeological Project

To the west of the road between Gilling and Brandsby there lies an area of undistinguished conifer forest. Many of us have driven past it countless times without a second look. If you were to venture into it you would encounter a number of walkers and cyclists and quite a few dogs – many separated from their owners! However if you knew where to look, you could also find fascinating evidence of thousands of years of human use of this piece of land. 

Under the umbrella of the CANDO “Lime and Ice” initiative, the Yearsley Moor Archaeological Project (abbreviated to YMAP, which is pronounced “Why Map”) has drawn together from the general public a group of volunteers whose mission has been to trace the remaining evidence of the various phases of human activity there - not only on the ground but also in documents held by local archives. So whilst some have been pacing the Moor with measuring tape and clipboards, others have been scrolling through miles of microfiche tape.

The earliest evidence that has been studied, at about four thousand years old, is the large number of Bronze Age burial mounds.  The existence, location and condition of about twenty-six of these has been checked and recorded; all of them at one time or another were probably broken into in search of treasure and many are now difficult to find beneath later land use, but there are still a few impressive examples to be seen alongside the minor roads to the east of Yearsley village.

In Mediaeval times the de Etton family lived at Gilling Castle. In 1374 King Edward the Third granted them the right to enclose an area of the Moor to create a deer park for hunting; some of the volunteers have found in the County Records Office in Northallerton the original legal document creating this right, complete with the King’s Great Seal and its silk braids which still retain their colours after over six hundred years. On the ground, other volunteers have traced the remains of the “pale” (the ditch and bank probably topped by a fence) that was created to encircle this park; in a few places its remains are quite substantial.
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Remains of a bell pit

Yearsley Moor is not an obvious industrial area so it may come as a surprise to know that coal was mined here from Mediaeval times to Early Modern. Volunteers have recorded the remains of at least ninety “bell pits”, so named for their shape with a narrow entrance shaft opening out into a wide mining area below. It is hard to imagine, but the miners and their families would have camped out in tough conditions close to the pits in what is now forest. The scale of the industry is indicated by a deed of 1648 in which the coal mining rights were leased for an annual fee of £50, a considerable sum at the time; the English Civil War was still rumbling on, so interestingly this deed also details what should happen in the event of warfare interrupting the mining - which gives a real flavour of those difficult times. The area of the mines remains a potentially dangerous place as many of the bell pits were not well filled in or sealed off once mining was finished, so the volunteers had to examine them with great care; if you were to come across an area of ridges and hollows amongst the trees, it might be safer to view it from a distance.

By the 18th century, a time when rich landowners were developing their estates as a sign of their wealth and status, the Fairfax family owned Gilling Castle. From the 1750s, the ninth and final Viscount Fairfax set about landscaping the park. Traces on the ground and various pieces of documentary evidence indicate that two “temples” were built overlooking the valley, and in the valley below a series of ponds was created; three ponds still exist and the remains of two substantial earthen embankments which possibly created more ponds have been recorded.
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By 1796 the Gilling estate had passed to the Pigott-Fairfaxes who wished to clarify their boundary with that of the neighbouring Newburgh estate; volunteers working in the archives have found a legal document recording this boundary and the various stones which marked it - and many surviving boundary stones have been tracked down by other volunteers working on the ground.  You also might come across one of these; several have a ‘G’ on one side and a ‘Y’ on the other and seem to have been set up in 1796, but there are some more which appear older and are marked with cross designs.
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One of the boundary stones showing the side marked with a ‘G’

The YMAP volunteers have spent many enjoyable and illuminating hours on their researches … not always culminating in refreshment at the Ampleforth Abbey tea room! There are no doubt many similar areas around the country which may not at first sight appear to be of great historical significance but which turn out to be completely fascinating once you start to look into them. Now that the YMAP volunteers’ eyes have been opened, that drive between Gilling and Brandsby will never be the same again.
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