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THE ARCHAEOLOGY OF BANK LANE 
An Educational Project at Upper Denby (West Yorkshire, UK) 
 
 
1.0 Introduction 
The following document is a report on a small-scale archaeological investigation 
which was carried out at Bank Lane Upper Denby on the afternoons of the 26th and 
28th of September 2011. The investigation was part of a larger project designed by 
John Hislop and Steve Robinson in conjunction with Rooney Kelly and other staff 
from Denby First School to provide a variety of activities through which the children 
at the school could interact with the heritage of their village. The archaeological 
investigation was supervised by Dave Weldrake with assistance from Paul 
Boothroyd and Sam Cony.    
  
The project was commissioned by Denby First School and funded through the East 
Peak Industrial Heritage Support Programme (which is jointly funded by English 
Heritage and the East Peak Leader Programme, with funding from Defra and the 
European Union).    
  
Thanks are also due to Averil Farrar for permission to work on her land where it 
adjoins Bank Lane. 
 
The report was proof read by Liz Weldrake. 
 
2.0 Aims and Objectives 
The aims of the investigation were twofold: 
 
2.1 Archaeological To clear soil slippage from the margins of the surfaced area of 

Bank Lane in order to look at its construction and hopefully to provide dating 
evidence for the first surfacing of the route.  
 

2.2 Educational To provide children with a basic understanding of the principles of 
archaeology through both classroom and practical work.  

 
3.0 Location 
Bank Lane runs north from the centre of Upper Denby to Denby Dale. In Upper 
Denby it is a metalled road but on the outskirts of the village the metaling gives way 
to the gravel of a bridleway. Where the route begins to descend steeply (SE  22710 
07801), the gravelled track becomes a hollow way descending steeply over a bed of 
Yorkshire setts. It was this portion of Bank Lane which was chosen for study. 
 
4.0 Historical Background 
It is not known when people first settled in the area now known as Upper Denby. 
However, there are a number of prehistoric earthworks in the region. Castle Hill: to 
the west of Upper Denby at SE 2037 0695 is an oval earthwork known as Castle Hill. 
This is likely to be late Neolithic or early Bronze Age in date (Pastscape n. d.).  
 
The first surviving mention of a settlement called Denby by name is in the Domesday 
Survey which was commissioned by William the Conqueror in 1086 (Faull and 
Stinson 1986), though there is little evidence on which to base a reconstruction.  



 
 

However, one point of interest is that Denby is described as having a vaccaria or 
cattle ranch. This is the only one listed in the Domesday entries for Yorkshire though 
it seems improbable that it was the only one which existed at the time (Walden).  
In 1086 Denby formed part of the large grant of land given by William to Ilbert de 
Lacy, though the manor was occupied by a series of under-tenants until it came into 
the possession of William Savile in the 1660s (Kirklees n. d. ).  No visible traces of 
the medieval village survives but the layout of the older routes, especially hollow 
ways such as the steeply descending part of Bank Lane, may reflect the 
communication system of the medieval period. 
 
The earliest surviving buildings in the community are Manor Farm and Rock House. 
These date to 1684 and are both situated in Bank Lane (English Heritage n. d.). 
Other buildings in the conservation area at the core of the village date to the 18th and 
19th centuries. Further housing was also constructed in the 20th century.   
 
5.0 Archaeological Background 
Structural analysis has been carried out by Adrian Siswick on farm buildings in 
Upper Denby (Weldrake 2007). Some of these may be broadly contemporary with 
the surfacing of Bank Lane in stone. However, without further work this would be 
difficult to prove. There has been no prior archaeological investigation along the line 
of Bank Lane itself. 

 
6.0 Methodology 
On the mornings of the two days on which the investigation took place, children from 
Denby First School were given an introductory talk about what an archaeologist does 
and about the kind of things which they might be expected to find. (For a detailed 
lesson plan see Appendix 2.) In the afternoon they worked on clearing soil and other 
debris from the western edge of Bank Lane. This work was carried out with hand 
tools only.  
 
7.0 Archaeological results 
The setts at Bank Lane begin at the point where the track slopes steeply downwards 
(SE  22710 07801). Here the track is partially blocked by two upright stones 
(Appendix 1: Image 1). The stones are not a matched pair: the eastern one has clear 
tooling marks while the western one does not (Appendix 1: Image 2). This suggests 
the possibility that at least one may be a repair or replacement. 
 
Beyond the stones Bank Lane becomes a deep hollow way, of which only the first 
40.0m was investigated. This showed that there were at least two distinct phases of 
construction for the surfacing of Bank Lane. The section from the two upright stones 
at the break of slope was laid with relatively large stone setts (0.30m x 0.10m). At 
each side of the 1.25m wide trackway there was a gutter with a kerbing stone along 
its outer edge (Appendix 1: Image 3). At SE 22717 07829 the large setts ceased and 
the surface was laid with smaller thinner stones (0.25m x 0.05m).  The gutters and 
kerbing were absent. At SE 22723 07833) traces of rubble walling were noted along 
the western edge of the trackway. It is possible that this originally ran the whole 
length of the section of the trackway laid with the smaller stones but that the walling 
has subsequently been robbed out.   
 



 
 

Large sections of coursed rubble walling are also visible in the embankment on the 
western edge of Bank Lane, though these were not investigated by excavation. 
These included a 1.80m high curved section at the same point as the trackway 
changed from large setts to smaller stones. (See Appendix 1: Image 6.) 
 
8.0 The finds 
A number of finds were recovered from the excavation. All were modern and only a 
selection was retained by the school for classroom work. The finds included: 
 
8.1 Ceramics  

8.1.1 Tin glazed ware. One large fragment (0.05m x 0.03m) and a number of 
smaller pieces (less than 0.05m x 0.05m) of white tin-glazed ware were 
recovered from the site. This type of pottery was produced in large 
amounts as table ware in the late 19th and early 20th centuries. The large 
fragment probably represents part of a soup bowl.  

  
8.1.2 Brown-glazed ware. The children found a single fragment (0.06m x 

0.035m x 0.01m) of hard-fired pottery with a brown glaze. A cursory 
examination would suggest late 19th or early 20th century drainage pipe. 
However, the internal arc of the fragment would suggest that, if the find 
were complete it would produce a diameter too large for this purpose. Its 
function therefore remains unknown.  

 
8.2  Glass. Several small pieces of clear glass (maximum size 0.06m x 0.03m) were 

recovered from the excavation. All were vessel glass but the pieces were too 
small to establish from which sort of vessel they came. Probably 20th century.  
 

8.3 Rubber sole. A small (0.05m x 0.03m) part of the rubber sole of a shoe with 
visible eyelets for stitching. 20th century. 

 
8.4 Boiler clinker. The most numerous finds were fragments (up to 0.08m x 0.05m x 

0.02m) of boiler clinker. This is a common find on industrial-period excavations. 
Apart from being a common waste product in was also sold off for surfacing 
garden paths and farm tracks. This cannot however be its function here as Bank 
Lane is furnished with setts in the section which was examined.  

 
9.0  Discussion 

 
9.1 Evidence for different groups of workmen 
The investigation at Bank Lane, although brief, has nevertheless provided some 
insights into the construction of the trackway.  It is now clear that the construction 
was carried out in distinct sections.  The way in which these sections differ in 
conception also suggests the possibility that they were constructed by different 
gangs of workmen.  

 
The changes in surfacing material seem to occur when there are what might be 
termed significant markers along the line of Bank Lane. The approach to the section 
investigated is a gravelled track between two dry stone walls. This leads to a 
gateway on the eastern side of Bank Lane and at right angles to it. Bank Lane itself 
becomes a steeply descending hollow way though the route is partially blocked by 



 
 

the two large upright stones described in Section 7. It is at this point the large setts 
begin. The change to the smaller stones is adjacent to the curving wall on the 
eastern side of the trackway. This is reminiscent of the in-swing for a cart entrance. 
However, given the steepness of the bank at this point, this interpretation would 
seem unlikely and the function of the walling must be sought elsewhere.  
 
There are further changes to the surfacing of those sections of Bank Lane outside 
the present study area.  
 
9.2 Surfacing Bank Lane in stone 
Assessing the sequence of construction the stone elements must remain tentative as 
no section across the whole width of Bank Lane was possible in the time available. 
However, the presence of such large amounts of boiler clinker may offer a clue. It 
has not been used for surfacing so its presence must be accounted for in a different 
way. One possibility is that it was used elsewhere in the construction of the present 
Bank Lane.  This hypothesis envisages a number of distinct episodes as follows:  
 

 The route now known as Bank Lane had been in existence for some time. It is not 
possible to be precise about how long. However, the sides of the hollow way rise 
up to 1.50m above the setts in some parts of the section of Bank Lane examined 
for this project. This might be taken to suggest a medieval if not earlier origin for 
the hollow way.  
 

 At some point a decision was taken to create s proper surface down Bank Lane 
to prevent further erosion and to provide a solid footing for both people and 
animals.  In some parts at least this surface was provided with drains down either 
side to carry the water away. 

 

 Retaining walls were constructed to prevent slippage from the sides of Bank Lane 
falling onto the stone setts of the trackway. It is possible that the boiler clinker 
was added at this point. If it were placed on the outside of the retaining wall at its 
base before the construction trenches were filled in, it might provide a channel 
through which water could percolate. This would carry away any seepage which 
came out of the embankment and minimise any water build-up behind the 
retaining walls. This in turn would help minimize the possibility of the wall 
collapsing.  

 
 
If we further assume that some of this material has leached out over time, it could 
account for the presences of the boiler waste in such quantities in the excavated 
area.  
 
9.3 Function of the two upright stones  
The two stones which partially block Bank Lane are also worth some comment. They 
are situated immediately prior to the steep descent down towards Denby Dale. Their 
function would seem to be to prevent carts from attempting the route.  A person on 
foot or a pack pony could get down that way but not a cart. The cart way stops at the 
gate at the top of the slope. The function of the two stones is therefore analogous to 
the modern practice of placing bollards at the end of cycle ways to prevent their use 
by cars.  



 
 

 
9.4 Dating evidence 
When this construction work might have taken place is uncertain. The few sherds of 
pottery recovered during the excavation are likely to be residual and cannot be relied 
on as dating evidence. However, it has been suggested (Jennings n. d.) that the 
earlier trackways in the South Pennines are those which have causeways for horses 
to walk on, rather than setts. In this model turnpiking the major routes through the 
Pennine valleys prompted the surveyors of highways in the townships to upgrade the 
routes which gave access to turnpikes with setts. As a consequence the older 
causewayed routes along the upper hillside terraces declined. If this is so it would 
place the refurbishment of Bank Lane to the mid-1820s when both the Barnsley to 
Shepley Lane Head and the Wakefield to Denby Dale turnpikes were being built 
(Thornes 1981).   
 
10.0 Educational Outcomes 
The children completed all the tasks as planned. During the classroom sessions 
even the youngest group displayed a willingness to interact with the members of the 
project team, asking relevant questions about the material under discussion.  
 
They also showed a great deal of enthusiasm for the fieldwork and a high level of 
cooperation over working with the tasks allotted to them. They were all focused on 
task and none of them expressed a desire to leave early.  
 
The children have learned to appreciate the nature and value of archaeological finds. 
They also proved themselves to be adaptable. For example, boiler clinker was not 
covered in the introductory indoor session as it was thought not to be a likely find for 
the type of site. When the first piece was recovered, it had to be shown to all the 
children to ensure that no further examples were missed. None of the children had 
seen it before. At the end of the session most of them had found at least a single 
piece.  
 
The archaeological work on Bank Lane has helped the children to engage with their 
local historic environment in what for them is a new way.  Taken with the other work 
carried out as part of the large Upper Denby project, it will help give them an 
enhanced understanding of the development of their community.  
 
However, it is not just historical awareness which has benefited from this activity. 
There are health and social issues to consider too. Providing enjoyable outdoor 
activities of this nature can contribute to children’s health and fitness. Children learn 
to work as a team, not only with each other but also with adults forming the project 
team. It’s also a democratic activity in which all children can take part regardless of 
ability. For this reason it is taken to by those pupils who perhaps have difficulty with 
formal classwork. The children found it enjoyable and fun. At the end of the session 
for the KS1 children, the pupils were asked if they would like to do a similar activity in 
the future. Without exception they all said Yes.  Providing enjoyable exercises of this 
nature helps children understand their historic environment, helps foster a sense of 
place and hopefully enhances a feeling of belonging.  
  



 
 

 
11.0 Potential for further work 
The archaeological investigation of Bank Lane has once again proven the value of 
community engagement in investigating its historic past. However, without further 
work the conclusions drawn about the development of Bank lane must remain 
tentative. Further archaeological work along the line of Bank lane might include: 
 

 Removal of the grass and soil over burden from the trackway to the south of the 
area investigated for this report. This might allow us to see whether the track is 
fully gravelled from wall to wall and whether it has gutters down the side or not.  
 

 Investigating the area around the two upright stones at the break of slope in an 
attempt to ascertain whether the two stones are in their original position or if one 
of them is a replacement. 

 

 Cutting a section in the western embankment to verify the construction method 
suggested in Section 9.2. 

 

 Carrying out a full photographic survey of the whole of Bank Lane so that the 
refurbishment of the route and its associated features may be better understood.  

 

 A hedgerow survey could also be undertaken on the embankments which line 
Bank Lane. This may also throw some light on the development of the feature.  

 
Such work could be carried in conjunction with a full scale cleaning of Bank Lane, 
restoration of the stone roadway, kerbs and drains, as well as the stiles and gates 
that lead onto it. Such work would greatly enhance the amenity value of Bank lane.  
 
Looking at the wider community there are a number of other activities which might 
help place Bank Lane more securely in its historical context. These include: 
 

 Looking at other routes in the vicinity. Comparing construction methods may 
enable a chronological matrix to be established. 
 

 Surveying the location, type and method of construction of the stone field gates. 
These could then be compared to the sites of the same features on the early 
Ordnance Survey maps to see how much this is reflected in the modern 
landscape. 

 

 A similar procedure could also be carried out with stone stiles. 
 

There are also a number of potential avenues of research which might be deemed 
suitable for persons less capable of physical activity.  
 

 Map regression. Clearly the transport network around Upper Denby changed 
over time. Following the sequence of maps backward in time can help elucidate 
this. Old Ordnance Survey maps are now available on line. However, the local 
archive office may have maps relating to tithe awards, land enclosure, local 
estates, land sale and transfer, as well as material relating to the surveying of 
proposed road and railway routes.  



 
 

 

 Place name study. As well as being searched for features they depict, the names 
of features on the maps should be studied carefully as this may help identify 
former elements in the transport network and the businesses which it served. For 
example Upper Denby still has a Coal Pit Lane though the pit which gave rise to 
the name has long since disappeared. 

 

 Searches of other documents such as trade directories and census returns might 
identify people involved in transport  in previous centuries. Was there, for 
instance a carter or a carrier in Upper Denby? Or a wheelwright to service the 
vehicles? Or a farrier to shoe the horses? 

 
Any one of these activities could make a significant contribution to our knowledge of 
the history of the transport network around Upper Denby. Taken together they could 
form a powerful tool for enhancing our understanding of a much wider region. 
 
12.0 Conclusions 
The archaeological work at Upper Denby succeeded in meeting both its 
archaeological and educational aims. It has demonstrated how even young children 
can engage practically with their local historic environment and make discoveries of 
their own about the past. However, as is often the case, it has raised as many 
questions as it has answered. Further work will be needed to secure a clear 
understanding of the development of Bank Lane and of the wider transport network 
of which it forms part.  
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APPENDIX 1: THE PHOTOGRAPHS 
 

 
 
 
Image 1: The setts at Bank Lane begin at the point where the track slopes steeply 
downwards (SE 22710 7801). Here the track is partially blocked by two upright 
stones. 
 
 
  



 
 

 
 
Image 2:  The eastern of the two stones which partially block Bank lane at (SE 
22710 07801). They are not a pair. This one has tooling marks. The other does not. 
 
  



 
 

 
 
 
Image 3: Looking south (uphill) along Bank Lane at SE 22724 07823. The 
photograph shows the larger setts with gutters and kerbing.  
  



 
 

 

 
 
Image 4:  Bank Lane at SE 22717 07829 looking north (downhill). The change of 
surface between the large setts and the smaller stones can clearly be seen. Note 
also that the gutters and kerbs cease at the same point.    
 
  



 
 

 
 
Image 5: The walling along the western edge of Bank Lane at SE 22733 07833. It is 
possible that it was originally continuous along this section of the trackway but has 
subsequently been robbed out.  
 
  



 
 

 
 
Image 6: Bank Lane looking south (uphill). On the left of the photograph is the 
curved section of rubble walling on the eastern embankment of Bank lane. Its 
proximity to the change in surfacing material is clearly shown.  
 
 
  



 
 

 
 
Image 7: Bank Lane looking south. The gravelled cart track ends at the field gated 
on the right of the photograph. Beyond this point Bank Lane becomes a steeply 
descending hollow way furnished with setts. The eastern of the two upright stones 
which partially block Bank Lane at the head of the slope, can be seen to the right of 
the photograph. Denby Dale can be seen in the valley bottom in the distance. 
 
  



 
 

  



 

 

APPENDIX 2: LESSON PLAN 
 

LESSON PLAN: INTRODUCTION TO ARCHAEOLOGY 
 

Aim of session To help children understand about different sources of evidence for the 
past 

Focus questions What do archaeologists do? 
 
What tools do they use? 
 
What clothes do they wear? 
 
What sort of things do they find and how does this help us learn about the 
past? 

Year Group 
 

KS1/KS2 

Learning objectives KS1: The session will contribute to 
work on the following history 
attainment targets:  
 
Chronological understanding 
1a Placing events in chronological 
order 
1b Using common words and 
phrases relating to the passing of 
time  
 

KS2: The session will contribute to 
work on the following history 
attainment targets:  
 
Chronological understanding 
1a Placing events, people and 
changes into correct periods of time 
1b Using dates and vocabulary 
relating to the passing of time 
Historical enquiry 
4a Finding out about the events, 



 
 

Historical enquiry 
4a Finding out about the past from 
different sources of evidence. 
4b Asking and answering questions 
about the past. 

 

people and change studied from an 
appropriate range of sources of 
information 
4b Asking and answering questions, 
and to select and record information 
relevant to the focus of the enquiry 

Key Vocabulary Basic words for time: 
Now, then, before , after, a long time ago (KS1) 
Medieval, Tudor, Industrial period (KS2) 
 
Words to describe materials: 
e.g. Metal, glass, wood, pottery 
 
Words to describe objects: 
e.g. Rough, smooth, old, new, manufactured, natural 
  

Resources Presenter 

 Finds, trays 
 

 Tools (hand shovels, trowels, 
buckets, mattocks etc.) 
 

Pupils 

 Pencils  
 

 Paper 
 

  

Classroom layout  Listening area for introduction/conclusion 
 

 Tables arranged for group work for drawing and smelling activities 
 

  



 
 

SESSION OUTLINE 

Activity 
 
 Duration 

Tasks for 
children 

Main questions/teaching points: Organization 
of class 

Introduction 
 
2/3 minutes 

 

 Listening 
 

 Speaking 
 

Introduce self/volunteers 
 
Remind pupils that we will be working outside this 
afternoon. This morning we are talking about what we are 
going to do.  
 
 

On carpet 

What’s an 
archaeologist do? 
 
2/3 minutes 
 

 

 Speaking 
 

 Answering 
questions 

 

 Conveying 
information 

 
 

 

Look for objects from the past.  
 
What type of object? 

- Make the distinction between manufactured articles 
and natural objects 

 
Why do we do this? 

- To try to find out information about the past. 

On carpet 

  



 
 

Activity 
 
 Duration 

Tasks for 
children 

Main questions/teaching points: Organization 
of class 

Why do we do it? 
 
10 minutes 

 Speaking 
 

 Answering 
questions 

 

 Conveying 
information 

 

To find out what ordinary people did.  
 
Ask what the children had for breakfast this morning.  
 
How could they find out if you couldn’t ask? Look for clues 
like a detective.  
 
Every object has a story. Have they ever lost anything? 
What do you think happened to it? Were you sad when 
you lost it?  
 
What happens to objects we find? Go to a museum. Need 
to be sure they know what a museum is. Have they ever 
been to one? 
 
 

 

On carpet 

  



 
 

Activity 
 
 Duration 

Tasks for 
children 

Main questions/teaching points: Organization 
of class 

Artefact handing 
 
15 minutes 

 Comparing 
 

 Evaluating 
 

 Answering 
questions 

 
 

Stress that these are really old things and need to be 
treated with respect. 
Give each group a tray and ask each group to think about 
the contents. 
What materials are the objects made of? 
Is it broken or whole? 
Do you know what it was used for? 
 
After the children have had chance to look at this for 5 
minutes go round the tables and look for feedback.  

 

Pupils will 
need to 
return to 
desks. Ask 
teacher to 
manage. 
 
Teacher, TA 
and other 
adults 
present to 
help children 
with task. 
 

So that’s 
archaeology 
 
10 minutes 

 Revision 
 

 Asking 
questions 

So that’s why we do it to get all those little stories together 
to give us an idea about ordinary people’s lives in the past.  
 
Is there anything else you’d like to ask about what we’ve 
talked about or about archaeology in general?  

At table 

  



 
 

Activity 
 
 Duration 

Tasks for 
children 

Main questions/teaching points: Organization 
of class 

Revision/ 
evaluation  
 
10 minutes 

 Speaking 
and listening 
 

 Drawing 

Remind the children of what they’ve talked about. Contrast 
the difference between their ideas about how a king ate: 
method of serving, no fork, different kinds of food etc. Ask 
them to draw a second drawing incorporating what they’ve 
learnt. 
 
If time allows adults could help the children label their 
drawing  
 

At table 

Tidy up 
 
5 minutes 

 Following 
instructions 

Get children to tidy their desks and return to carpet.  Care needs 
to be taken 
for orderly 
transition. 
 

Conclusion/what 
we are doing this 
afternoon 
 
5 minutes 

 Speaking 
and listening 

Did you enjoy that? 
 
This afternoon instead of talking about it, we are going out 
to do it for real.  

On carpet 

 
 
Notes: 
The timings given here should be taken as approximate and the length of the actual activities will depend to some extent on the 
attention span and abilities of the children involved. For the younger children it may be necessary to add an activity like Creating a 
finds catalogue. Essentially this involves selecting an item to draw and then answering a few simple questions about it. Older 



 
 

children are more likely to generate questions of their own which to some extent dictate the course which the lesson will follow. The 
most common of these are Do you find any dinosaur bones?, Do you find buried treasure?, and Do you ever find any dead bodies? 
 
 
Dave Weldrake 
19 September 2011 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


