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ARCHAEOLOGY AT BIRKENSHAW 2014 

An education project in the grounds of Birkenshaw CE (C) Primary School (West 

Yorkshire, UK) 

 

 

1.0 Introduction 

The project was commissioned by M. Holt on behalf of Birkenshaw CE (C) Primary School 

and took place on the 22
nd

 and 23
rd

 of October 2014. The project was led by Dave Weldrake.  

 

2.0 Aims and Objectives 

The aims of the investigation were twofold: 

 

2.1 Archaeological  

To investigate the potential for archaeological survival within the school grounds  

 

2.2 Educational 

 To provide children in Years 2 and 3 with a basic understanding of the principles of 

archaeology 

 

3.0 Location 

The site was located at SE 206 288 in an open area to the rear of the school buildings.  

 

4.0 Historical Background 

As it formed part of the township of Birstall, the settlement of Birkenshaw is not mentioned 

in Domesday but the name would suggest an Anglo-Saxon origin (Old English Birch wood). 

Little is known of its early history and it is not until the first O. S. mapping of the mid-1800s 

that a clear picture emerges. The first O. S. six inch to the mile map of the area (sheet 21, 

published in 1852, accessed through the National Library of Scotland) shows a small 

community surrounded by fields. There are a number of sandstone quarries and textile mills. 

The Birkenshaw and Tong railway station is shown further down Station Lane to the North 

East of the site of the present school. There are no buildings shown where the school now 

stands.  

 

5.0 The Archaeological Background 

A number of chance archaeological finds have been made in the Birkenshaw area. These 

have included a polished greenstone axe and a coin of Basil 1 (AD 870-879). There have 

been a number of watching briefs in the area though all of them have had negative results. 

(Information derived from the online version of the West Yorkshire Heritage Environment 

Record accessed through Heritage Gateway) 

 

The school is also close to the registered battlefield of Adwalton Moor. A detailed survey of 

the battlefield has not yet been undertaken and it is possible that the area on which the school 

now stands may have been the location of some peripheral skirmishing. 

 

 

6.0  Archaeological results 

A 6.0 x 1.0 m trench was excavated by hand. Due to time constraints it was not possible to 

excavate the whole of this site down to the natural subsoil. However, a small (0.50 m x 0.25 

m) sondage was excavated in the NW corner of the site. It showed the subsoil to be at a depth 
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of approximately 0.30 m below the current ground level. (See front cover. The photograph is 

taken looking east with 1.0 m scales) 

 

7.0 The finds 
The majority of the finds recovered from the site were either 19

th
 or 20

th
 century in origin 

though some of the brown ware pottery may have been earlier. The majority were small 

fragments of ceramics, though there were also a small number of metal objects including 

rusty nails, a metal button and an old battery. Among the ceramics were: 

 

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

and creamwares such as those made by the Leeds potteries. The fragments represent plates, 

saucers and other table ware. The vessels are machine-made and mass-produced. Similar 

vessels are in use today.  

 

7.1.2 Transfer-glazed ware.  
Another 19

th
/20

th
 century mass-produced machine-made product in which a complex pattern 

is drawn out and glued to the surface of a plate or other vessel. This can then be sealed in 

place by the glaze. The process enables the mass-production of complex designs at a 

relatively low cost. The most popular design was the Willow Pattern, designed originally for 

the Minton potteries in the late 1700s. However, cheap copies quickly became popular and 

the characteristic blue and white design is easily distinguished even in fragmentary form. 

 

7.1.3 Brown-glazed wares.   
The tradition of making hard-fired pots with a dark glaze goes back into at least the 1500s 

(Mayes et al. 1966, Moorhouse and Roberts 1992) though the fragments recovered from the 

site will be of a much later date.  

 

Brown-glazed wares tend to be for domestic use rather than table wares. A similar range of 

products was also made with a buff/yellow glaze.   

 

7.1.4 Clay Tobacco Pipes  
These were fragments of stem only and were too small (2.0 cm) for diagnostic purposes.  

 

8.0 Discussion and interpretation 

All the finds recovered from the site were fragmentary in nature and probably result from 

night soiling – the process whereby household rubbish was heaped into a midden along with 

stable manure and spread upon the fields as fertilizer. Over time the organic elements break 

down and only the inorganic material remains in the soil. This would be consistent with the 

map evidence which shows the school to have been built on a green-field site.  

 

9.0 Educational Outcomes 
During the two days of the project all the children involved responded positively to the tasks 

set for them. During the classroom sessions they displayed an interest in the finds used during 

the archaeological activities and asked relevant questions.  

 

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 return to the classroom.  
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The children have learned to appreciate the nature and value of archaeological finds. They 

also proved themselves to be thorough in collecting material and often recovered fragments 

of pottery so small that they would have escaped the notice of many other excavators.  

The archaeological work at Birkenshaw has helped the children to engage with their local 

historic environment in what for them is a new and exciting way.  They interacted well with 

the project leader and proved themselves capable of working together as a team to carry out 

their fieldwork. 

 

10.0 Potential for further work 
The strictly archaeological potential for the school grounds would seem to be limited. If we 

take the map evidence and the finds from the site together it seems unlikely that there are 

buried structural remains in the area adjacent to the excavation. This could be confirmed by a 

geophysical survey.  

 

In educational terms the potential for further work is great. A substantial area of the school 

grounds appears still to be undisturbed ground and would offer scope for a similar project to 

that undertaken in 2014 with all the educational benefits which this would bring.  

 

11.0 Conclusions 
The archaeological work at Birkenshaw 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. It has also 

provided them with an experience which they will remember for a long time to come.  
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