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ARCHAEOLOGY AT OAKWELL 2013 

An Educational Project in the grounds of Oakwell Hall (West Yorkshire, UK) 

 

 

1.0 Introduction 

The following document is a report on some small-scale archaeological work which was 

carried out in the grounds of Oakwell Hall.  The week of the 30
th

 of July 2013 and formed 

part of the programme of summer activities at the Hall. The work was led by Dave Weldrake 

with assistance from Debra Maltas, Liz Weldrake, Gavin Roberts and staff at Oakwell Hall. 

 

2.0 Aims and Objectives 

The aims of the investigation were twofold: 

 

2.1 Archaeological  

To excavate a series of sondages within the grounds of Oakwell Hall in an attempt to assess 

the potential for the survival of in situ archaeological material.   

 

2.2 Educational 

To provide children with a basic understanding of the principles of archaeology through both 

practical work and to engage them and their parents in the historic environment of Oakwell 

Hall.  

 

3.0 Location 

Oakwell Hall is situated on a plateau of land at SE 2174 2710 at the edge of the 

Birstall (West Yorkshire, UK). It is the focus for a country park now 

administered by Kirklees MDC 
 

4.0 Historical/Archaeological  Background 

The house which stands on the site was, according to its date stone erected in 1583 though it 

is been much altered since. The area around the Hall has been subject to a number of 

archaeological investigations including those by John Gilks in the 1970s and those by 

WYAAS and South Leeds Archaeology in the first decade of the 21
st
 century. Such work has 

demonstrated that extensive medieval and later remains still exist as buried archaeology 

beneath the current ground surface in several places around the Hall. However, work has 

been piecemeal and no overall assessment has been made. 

 

5.0  Methodology 

Two 2.0 x 2.0 m sondages were excavated by hand. Site A was situated at SE 21751 27087 

between the Hall and the duck pond. Site B was situated at SE 21730 27066 near the southern 

edge of the lawn in front of the Hall.  

 

An area in the courtyard to the west of the Hall at SE 21688 27130 was also cleared of topsoil 

to expose the entrance to a water management feature which had been noticed during re-

landscaping earlier in the year. (See Appendix 1) 

 

6.0 Archaeological results 

 

6.1  Site A  

The topsoil (Context 001) was removed to reveal a layer (Context 002) containing a 

substantial amount of metal working waste and a large number of what might have been 
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thackstones (stone roofing slabs, similar to those now on the present duck house). However, 

the identification cannot be made certain as only one of the fragments recovered from the site 

showed traces of a hole for the insertion of the nail which would secure it to the roof.  

Context 002 was in turn removed to reveal the uneven surface of the undisturbed natural clay 

below. It was initially thought that the depressions in the surface of the natural may have 

been structural features but from their uneven nature it soon became apparent that they were 

the voids of large tree roots.  

 

It seems likely that Context 002 represents a levelling layer which was put down in 

preparation for the laying of the present lawn, but it was not ascertained if the material 

derived from a building already existing on the site or if it had been imported.  

 

 

 
 

Image 1: Site A looking North. This shows the natural subsoil after the removal of Context 

002. Some of the possible thackstones fragments can be seen in the far section where they 

have tumbled into the depression caused by a tree root.  

 

 

6.2   Site B 

The topsoil (Context 101) was removed from this site to a depth of approximately 30.0 cm to 

reveal a surface composed of small stones (up to 10.0 cm) set into a clay surface. It would be 

inaccurate to refer to it as a cobbled surface as the stones were not rounded river-derived 

material but rather pieces of flat sandstone. Like the levelling material in Site A they could 

have derived from broken thackstones but no nail holes were visible. The surface covered the 

whole area of the trench.  
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Image 2: Site B looking South with 1.00 m scale 

This image shows Site B after the removal of Context 101. The stones of the underlying floor 

surface can be clearly seen.  

 

7.0 The finds 
A number of finds were retrieved from the topsoil (Site A: Context 001 and Site B: Context 

101)   during the project and were retained by Oakwell Hall for future education work. What 

follows is a preliminary assessment only. Further study may reveal additional information.  

 

7.1 Ceramics  
Several small fragments (up to a maximum of 3.0 x 6.0 cm) of pottery were recovered during 

the project. These included: 

 

7.1.1 Whiteware.  
This form of pottery became popular in the 1830s when it began to replace the earlier pearl 

and creamwares made by the Leeds potteries
1
. Similar vessels are in use today.  

 

                                            
1
  

Weldrake, Dave n.d. 1 First steps in Identifying your pottery 
http://www.archaeology.wyjs.org.uk/documents/archaeology/identifyi
ng/Pottery.pdf  
 
Last visited 06/06/09 
 

 

http://www.archaeology.wyjs.org.uk/documents/archaeology/identifying/Pottery.pdf
http://www.archaeology.wyjs.org.uk/documents/archaeology/identifying/Pottery.pdf
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7.1.2 Transfer-glazed ware.   
Another 19

th
/20

th
 century product in which a pattern is transferred to the surface of a plate or 

other vessel by steel engraving and sealed in place by the glaze. The most popular design was 

the Willow Pattern, though none of the recovered fragments have its characteristic blue and 

white colouring.  

 

7.1.3 Brown-glazed wares.  
The fragments with a dark brown glaze on their interior surface probably represent vessels for 

domestic use rather than tableware – possibly fragments of a heavy bowl used for mixing the 

ingredients when making bread.  These tend to be wheel-turned rather than made in a mould. 

Similar vessels are also made with a yellow/cream glaze.   

 

 

7.1.4 Cistercian ware. (Context 101) 

Two small fragments (maximum dimension 3.0 cm) were recovered from Context 101). 

Pottery of this type often has a hard-fired body coated with a dark almost black, lead-based 

glaze. This is the result of the vessels having been fired in a reducing atmosphere (i.e. in a 

kiln in which all the holes have been stopped up to reduce the amount of oxygen in the kiln.). 

The vessels were named Cistercian ware by antiquarians who first came across them on the 

sites of Cistercian Abbeys such as Kirkstall and who thought that they had been used by the 

monks themselves. This is not the case. This form of pottery was being produced in the early 

17th century when the abbey buildings would have been used as stone quarries. Regionally 

there was a production centre at Wrenthorpe near Wakefield
2
. However, it is possible that 

these fragments came from a more local site.  

 

 

7.1.5 Tudor Green Glaze (Context 101) 

Two small fragments (maximum dimension 4.0 cm) of ‘Tudor Green Glazed’ pottery were 

recovered from Context 101.   The name is something of a misnomer as pottery of this variety 

was made from the 13
th

 to the 16
th

 century. The two fragments are too small to allow the type 

of vessel to be identified.  

 

                                            
2
  

Moorhouse, S. A. and 

Roberts, I. 

1992 Wrenthorpe Potteries: Excavations of 16th and 17th-century Potting 

Tenements Near Wakefield, 1983-86 

West Yorkshire Archaeology Service 
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Image 3: The two fragments of ‘Tudor Green Glazed Ware’ 

 

7.1.6 Brick/Tile  (Site A: Context 001 and Site B: Context 101) 

Several small fragments of brick (maximum dimension 4.0 cm) were recovered from the 

Context 001 and Context 101. Some appear to be hand-made.  

 

7.2  Glass. (Site A: Context 001 and Site B: Context 101) 

Several small pieces of clear glass (maximum size  

2.0 cm x 2.0 cm) were recovered from the excavation. Most were vessel glass but the pieces 

were too small to establish from which sort of vessel they came. Probably 20
th

 century.  

 

A glass marble was also recovered from Context 001.  

 

7.3  Metal Processing Waste.  

A large amount of metal processing waste was recovered from Site A. The assemblage 

includes tap slags, smithing waste, possible bloomery material and metaliferous ore material. 

This are currently being studied by Liz Weldrake and a further detailed report will be 

published.  

 

 

7.4 Bakelite (Site B: Context 101) 

A 6.0 cm Bakelite mouthpiece for a tobacco pipe.  The mouthpiece has a diamond-shaped 

cross-section which tapers to an oval to form the mouthpiece itself. Such mouthpieces were 

usually fitted with briarwood bowls. Early 20
th

 century.  
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7.5 Animal Remains (Context 002) 

Only two animal remains were recovered from the excavation, both from Context 002. One 

was a portion of rib, possibly from a cow, and the other was an oyster shell.  

 

8.0 Discussion and interpretation 

It was perhaps surprising that Site A produced no in situ archaeology given its proximity to 

the house and to other features revealed during the programme of excavation in the 1970s
3
. 

Context 002 seems to be a levelling layer laid down prior to the laying of the lawn. Such 

material could, of course, have been imported onto the site. The presence of large amounts of 

industrial waste would suggest this. Such material was often sold for making paths and farm 

tracks in the 19
th

 and early 20
th

 century. Similar considerations may also apply to the broken 

thackstones (if that is what they are) but given the difficulty of transporting bulk goods that 

seems less likely.  

 

Context 101, the topsoil overlying the floor level in Site B might similarly have been 

imported for the purpose of levelling the lawn. In this context it is interesting to note that 

excavations closer the Hall have come down directly onto the clay subsoil with only deep-cut 

archaeological features surviving. It therefore seems possible that there was a slope to the 

area in front of the house and that, when the lawn was made the upper slope was graded 

down into the lower, to give a horizontal surface. Some support might be given to this idea by 

the fact that the capping stones for the revetment wall of the moat are flush with the ground 

surface where the moat runs along the south side of the lawn. When such work could have 

taken place is unclear. The 1806 map of Oakwell shoes a barn on the western edge of what is 

now the lawn (P. Boothroyd pers. comm.) and photographs of the Hall taken by Lavinia 

Maggs c. 1900
4
 seem to show that the lawn has been created by that date.  

 

The floor surface revealed in Site B could possibly be from part of Building A discussed in 

the 1970s excavation summary. However, the floor surface of Building A is described as 

‘cobbles’ and, if this description is exact, then the floor surfaces are not the same. No walls 

were identified during the current excavations and it is therefore impossible to tell whither the 

surface revealed in the current excavation is either an internal or an external feature.  

 

9.0 Educational Outcomes 
Public involvement in the excavations was achieved both through bookable and drop-in 

sessions. This meant that there were often several children working on the site at once, the 

youngest participant being aged 4. Most of them displayed a degree of thoroughness in their 

work which resulted in even the tiniest piece of pottery being submitted to the supervisory 

staff for examination. The time for which the children stayed varied but some remained for an 

hour and were reluctant to leave when their parents wanted to move on.  

 

The only exception to this format was the Wednesday when a day-long session was offered. 

The four boys who booked for this were aged between 9 and 12 and again were reluctant to 

leave at the end of the day, even though it had rained for much of their time on site.  

                                            
3
 No formal report of the 1970s excavations seems to have been published. The information given here and 

elsewhere is derived from a document entitled Excavations at Oakwell Hall. Put out under the auspices of 

Kirklees Museums and Libraries Service. Presumably the author is John Gilks, the excavator, though this is not 

explicitly stated.  

 
4
 Viewable via the Kirklees Image Archive http://www.kirkleesimages.org.uk/index.php  

http://www.kirkleesimages.org.uk/index.php
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In all about 200 people of all ages (children, parents, grandparents) were engaged in the 

excavation work. Working in such an open manner allowed members of the public an all-too-

rare chance to participate in uncovering the heritage of their community. As such it has added 

to their knowledge of Oakwell and hopefully increased their sense of ownership.  

 

10.0 Potential for further work 
The archaeological investigation at Oakwell 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 the area must remain tentative. Further archaeological work 

at Oakwell might help clarify the picture. Possible approaches might include: 

 

 Further small-scale excavation similar to that being discussed here. These could serve the 

two-fold purpose of helping engage young people in the historic environment and of 

helping define the extent of surviving archaeology on the site.  

 

 There is also the scope for a longer-term, larger scale excavation project along the south 

side of the front lawn. This could be used both for drop-in sessions and for more formal 

education and training work.  

 

It should perhaps also be noted that there is a large amount of off-site archaeological work 

which could be done in relation to Oakwell. The 1970s work has not been formally published 

and the finds which are now housed in the Tolson Museum have never been fully analysed. 

The results of this and of other work on site have never been drawn into a coherent whole. A 

study of the available documentary sources for Oakwell might provide information on the 

sequence of building and landscaping. Such an undertaking would be large-scale and long-

term but, if developed as a community archaeology project, might attract Heritage Lottery 

funding.  

 

11.0 Conclusions 
The archaeological work at Oakwell Hall 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 Oakwell and the wider region.  
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APPENDIX 1: The water management feature 
 

Only a preliminary examination of this feature was possible as part of the archaeology 

project. Since then a fuller examination has been undertaken by Patrick Crowley. However, 

my initial impressions may have some value and so I am setting them down here.  

 

The feature was sealed by a large slab of sandstone which lay over a rectangular opening. 

This gave access to a domed vault approximately 3.0 m long and aligned approximately east-

west. The total height was not ascertained but it was sufficiently high for a person to stand up 

in easily. The internal surface of the walls had been rendered so it is impossible to say for 

certain what the construction material might be. However, in the eastern edge of the access 

hole were set a number of bricks which may possibly represent the original construction 

materials.  

 

Two ceramic pipes are visible high on the western wall and a vertical metal pipe can be seen 

close to the east wall.  

 

It is difficult to suggest how this feature might have functioned. There are holes by the 

kitchen door at Oakwell which might have supported a water pump (P. Crowley pers. comm.) 

and the metal downpipe might therefore represent the feeder pipe for the pump. However, 

where the feature was fed from is unclear. What appears to be a brick-built header tank was 

recently discover in the field to the east of Warren Lane and it is conceivable that the feature 

was fed from there. There is also no sign of an outflow: the two ceramic pipes in the western 

wall would seem too high for this. Wherever the outlet is located it seems reasonable to 

suggest that it emptied into the well which is situated downslope some distance away to the 

east
5
. When this was investigated in 2005, the well was found to have a feed-in pipe coming 

from the direction of the house.  

 

It is not clear when the feature was constructed. It seems reasonable to suggest that the metal 

pipe is a refurbishment of an earlier lead one (Patrick Crowley pers. comm.). The internal 

rendering might also have been done at the same time in an attempt to prevent leakage. There 

is no pump indicated adjacent to the house on the 1850s six inch to the mile Ordnance Survey 

map of the area, although one is shown on Nutter Lane situated adjacent to Oakwell House. 

The two wells examined in 2005 seem to have been late 19
th

 or early 20
th

 century in date. It is 

therefore possible that this feature has a similar date.  

 

  

                                            
5
 For further  details of this feature see Weldrake, D., 2013 An investigation of two wellheads at 

Oakwell Hall, West Yorkshire 
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Appendix 1: Image 1: The stone slab covered the access hole. It has been overlain by the 

edge of the modern garden path.  

 

 
 

Appendix 1 Image 2: Bricks showing in eastern edge of access hole. The interior walls of the 

feature has been masked by rendering  but it seems likely that the vault at least was of brick. 
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Appendix 1; Image 3: The two ceramic pipes in the west wall of the structure. They seem to 

be too high to be inflow and outflow pipes. Note also how the internal walls have been 

rendered.  
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Appendix 1 Image 4: The vault and part of the eastern wall. The vertical metal pipe can be 

seen to the right of the picture.  

 


