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ARCHAEOLOGY AT EAST MORTON 2014 

An education project in the grounds of East Morton CE Primary School (West 

Yorkshire, UK) 

 

 

1.0 Introduction 

The project was commissioned by V. Feather on behalf of East Morton CE Primary School 

and took place on the 11
th

 and 12
th

 of November 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 3 and 4 with a basic understanding of the principles of 

archaeology 

 

3.0 Location 

The site was located at SE 096 420 on the western edge of the school grounds.  

 

4.0 Historical Background 

The earliest surviving mention of Morton comes in the Domesday Survey compiled for 

William the Conqueror in 1086. There the village is said to be in the hands of a Saxon 

nobleman called Eardwulf who also held Riddlesden. There are 4 carucates (approximately 

480 acres/192.4 hectares) of arable land in the village and it was worth 30s (Faull and Stinson 

1986).  

 

In the medieval period the focus of the village is likely to have been on agriculture, though 

some land was granted the abbeys of Fountains and Kirkstall for the grazing of sheep 

(ECMAA 2008)).  

 

The Dissolution of the Monasteries by Henry VIII meant that former monastic lands came 

into the hands of private individuals who were then able to farm the land more intensely and 

in the following century their descendants established some of the older houses in the village. 

The buildings which form 2-3 The Square, for example, have a datestone marked 1609 

though the properties themselves have probably been rebuilt since that time (ECMAA 2008).  

 

Further development in the village come with the development of steam power and the 

establishment of a number of mills along Morton Beck. The 1899 6-inch to the mile map of 

the area (Yorkshire CLXXXVI.SW: viewed online through the National Library of Scotland) 

shows East Morton as a largely linear settlement concentrated round the mills and the 

associated dams. There are also a few small quarries in outlying areas.  

 

 

5.0 The Archaeological Background 
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The chance finds of flint tools and the presence of cup and ring marked rocks in the vicinity 

of East Morton point to human activity in the area of East Morton in the Mesolithic and 

Neolithic periods (Middle and New Stone Age, about 10,000 to 2,000 years ago).  

 

In 1775 a chest containing 100 pounds of Roman copper coins was found at Morton Banks 

(EMCAA 2008). This would represent one of the largest hoards of Roman coins to be found 

in England. Unfortunately the current whereabouts of these coins is unknown. The Roman 

Road from Ilkley also passed close to East Morton though the most well preserved section 

near Upwood Hall was broken up by William Busfeild in 1848 (Morton Village Society n. d). 

The material was probably used for building dry stone walls.  

 

The area in which the Roman Road was believed to be situated was the subject of a watching 

brief while the area was being disturbed during work on a pipeline in 2010. No traces of any 

archaeological features were observed (WYAAS n. d.).  

 

6.0  Archaeological results 

A 7.0 x 1.0 m trench was excavated by hand. Due to time and weather constraints it was not 

possible to excavate the whole of this site down to the natural subsoil. However, a small (0.20 

m x 0.20 m) area of yellow clay was exposed at a depth of 0.10 m in the North East corner of 

the excavation. Although the exposed area is too small to be certain, this may represent the 

natural subsoil. .  (See Appendix 1 Images 1 and 2)) 

 

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. 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.   
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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 possibly 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 
(See front cover and Images 3 and 4) 

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.  

 

The children worked equally well on the excavation element of the project. Their 

commitment to their work was impressive especially as the weather was cold even for early 

November and on the second afternoon it began to rain. Despite this there were no requests to 

be taken inside.  

 

Because of the commitment which the project engendered in the children they found it easy 

to interact with their local historic environment and grew excited over even the smallest piece 

of pottery which they found. Hopefully this excitement about the past will be sustained into 

later life.  

 

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 2015 with all the educational benefits which this would bring.  

 

11.0 Conclusions 
The archaeological project at East Morton has confirmed the value of practical experience as 

a learning tool. It has given the children a basic understanding of the way archaeology works 

and provided them with an experience about which they will talk for a long time.  
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Appendix 1: Images 
 

 
 

Image 1: The site viewed looking north east. With 1.0 m scales 

The grass has been removed from the site to expose the soil below. Due to time and weather 

constraints it was not possible to excavate down to the subsoil.  
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Image 2: The subsoil 

The subsoil was only observed in the north-east corner at a depth of about 0.10 m. The 

photograph was taken facing south with 1.0 m ranging rods for scale.   
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Image 3: Observational drawing 

This is the last activity of the indoor classroom sessions. The children have been taken 

through various activities which follow the processes of archaeology and are now completing 

their morning’s work by making observational drawings . This activity mirrors the drawing of 

finds for an archaeological site report.  
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Image 4: Digging in the rain 

Archaeology can produce a high level of commitment from children. This group were 

digging in heavy drizzle in early November but all are clearly engaged in their task.  


