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ARCHAEOLOGY AT AUSTHORPE 2016 
An educational project in the grounds of Austhorpe Primary School (West 
Yorkshire, UK) 
 
 
1.0 Introduction 
The following document is a report on a small-scale archaeological investigation 
which was carried out in the grounds of Austhorpe Primary School on the 28th and 
29th of June 2016. The project was funded by the school and the investigation was 
led by Dave Weldrake.  The project team would also like to acknowledge the support 
given, not only by school staff, but also by Mike Turpin, Carole Bloom and Caitlin 
Nagle (all members of South Leeds Archaeology). The author would also like to 
thank Amy Elliott for proof-reading the first draft of this report. 
 
2.0 Aims and Objectives 
The aims of the investigation were twofold: 
 
2.1 Archaeological  
To excavate a trench within the grounds of Austhorpe Primary school 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 classroom and practical work.  
 
3.0 Location 
Austhorpe Primary School is situated adjacent to Austhorpe Lane on the north-
eastern edge of the Leeds conurbation. The trench was located between the school 
and Austhorpe Lane at SE 372 337. 
 
4.0 Historical Background 
A summary of the historical development of Austhorpe was given in Weldrake 2013 
to which the reader is referred for further details. At this point it is sufficient to say 
that despite the development of collieries to the east of the present school site, the 
area remained relatively rural until the mid-20th century when a large number of 
houses were built on the western side of Austhorpe Lane and to the south of 
Barrowby Lane.   
 
5.0 Archaeological Background 
An outline of the archaeological background was given in Weldrake 2013 to which 
the reader is referred. An examination of the West Yorkshire Historic Environment 
Record (via Heritage Gateway) has revealed no further archaeological activity in the 
vicinity since that date.  
 
6.0  Methodology 
A single 7.0 m x 1.0 m trench was opened on the grassed area in front on the school 
buildings (See Appendix 1: Image 1).  The site was excavated by hand although 
persistent heavy rain prevented the site from being exploited to its full potential.  
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7.0 Archaeological results 
Heavy rain prevented little more that topsoil excavation. However at the western end 
of the trench an area of Magnesian limestone fragments and what appeared to be 
burnt shale set in matrix of clay was revealed at a depth of  c. 20.0 cm. (See 
Appendix 1: Images 2 and 3).  It is not clear whether this material would have spread 
across the whole of the site, but if it were so, it might represent a levelling up layer to 
facilitate the laying out of the school lawn.  
 
8.0 The finds 
A number of finds were retrieved from the topsoil during the project and were 
retained by the school for future education work. What follows is a preliminary 
assessment only. Further study may reveal additional information.  
 
8.1 Ceramics  
(See Appendix 1: Images 4, 5 and 6) 
Several small fragments (up to a maximum of 3.0 x 6.0 cm) of pottery were 
recovered during the project. These included: 
 
8.1.1 Whiteware.  
This form of pottery became popular in the 1830’s when it began to replace the 
earlier pearl and creamwares made by the Leeds potteries. (Weldrake, n.d. 1) 
Similar vessels are in use today.  

 
 

8.1.2 Brown-glazed wares.  
(See Appendix 1: Image 5) 
The two 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. Unlike the other 19th 
and 20th century pottery found at Austhorpe these have been wheel-turned, rather 
than made in a mould. This is evident from the ripple effect on the interior of the 
vessel fragments. 
 
8.1.3 Fragment of Stoneware vessel 
(See Appendix 1: Image 5)  
A small (maximum dimension 6.0 cm) fragment of a ridged stoneware vessel was 
recovered from the excavation. There was some speculation that this might be part 
of a Dundee Marmalade jar but these seem not to be ridged. It is more likely to be 
part of a jam jar. One such is shown on the Market Lavington Museum website.   
 
8.1.4 Clay Tobacco Pipes  
(See Appendix 1: Image 6)  
Only a single 4.0cm piece of clay pipe stem was recovered from the site.  

 
 
9.0 Discussion and interpretation 
It is unfortunate that rain prevented the team from carrying out as much excavation 
work as they would have liked. However, the sherds of pottery and other items which 
were found were so fragmentary that it might be considered that they result from 
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night soiling. This is the once widespread practice of spreading household waste 
along with the material cleared out of stables onto the fields as a form of fertilizer. 
This could account for the size of all the recovered items being fairly small. Well-
made ceramics do not degrade in the soil but repeated ploughing will break such 
artefacts into ever smaller pieces.  
 
The contrast with the number and date range of the finds from the 2013 archaeology 
project is also marked. In 2016 there were few finds and none of them would pre-
date the 19th century. In contrast in 2013 the excavators found numerous objects 
from a wide range of dates. One of the coins may have been Roman and some of 
the pottery was certainly medieval.  
 
The difference in the number of finds that were recovered could perhaps be put 
down to the difference in time available for their finding. In 2013 each class had the 
best part of a day on site. In 2016 this was not possible because of the adverse 
weather conditions. However, the tight date range for the 2016 finds would seem to 
need another explanation.  
 
The discrepancy might be accounted for if the suggestion that was made in Section 
7.0 is correct. If the clay layer which was beginning to show under the topsoil is 
indeed a levelling layer, then the material on top of it could have come from virtually 
anywhere. It could be material brought in with the bedding, which the turf was laid 
on, or material from the matrix of soil forming the base of the turf itself. The contrast 
is therefore between material that was recovered in situ and material which was 
recovered from disturbed contexts.  
 
10.0 Educational Outcomes 
(See front cover and Appendix 1: Images 7 and 8) 
Excavation work provides a focus for other learning in addition to supporting the 
history curriculum. The educational outcomes from this project were therefore 
positive, despite the relatively small number of finds recovered from the site.  
 
The excavation work demonstrated how pupils can work as a team to jointly 
investigate a given question – in this case what lies below the surface of the ground. 
Many of them worked very methodically without need for a great deal of direct 
supervision. All of them were committed to the task allotted to them and both boys 
and girls alike worked hard over their morning’s fieldwork. 
 
Whilst the children would perhaps have preferred to remain outside for the afternoon, 
being ‘rained off’ offered the opportunity to demonstrate that some aspects of 
archaeology are a matter of interpretation and that it is important to distinguish 
between fact and opinion. This was shown most clearly during a consideration of a 
feature labelled on the 1850s map of the area as a Roman Road. Two of the 
archaeologists present had differing views on what this might represent. The ensuing 
discussion helped children to understand that there are some problems for which 
there can be no ‘right answer’ and that some outcomes may be an interpretation 
based on a balance of probabilities.  
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11.0 Potential for further work 
As noted after the previous excavation at Austhorpe (Weldrake 2013), there is a 
great deal of potential for further work both in the school grounds and in the wider 
community. This could include a variety of activities such as resistivity survey, metal 
detector work, garden pottery surveys and further excavation. However, it seems 
from the 2016 excavations that the area to the front of the school has been 
landscaped and therefore it would be advisable to confine further work in the school 
grounds to the rear of the school building.  
   
12.0 Conclusions 
The archaeological project at Austhorpe succeeded in meeting both its 
archaeological and educational objectives. The outdoor work enabled children to 
engage with the past in a way which was novel to them and which therefore engaged 
their attention and enthusiasm. The indoor sessions offered them a variety of ways 
to explore their local history for themselves. Hopefully, they will be able to utilize their 
new skills as they begin work on further history topics.  
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APPENDIX 1: SITE PHOTOGRAPHS 
 

 
 
Image 1: General view of the site to show its location in relation to the school 
buildings  
 
The photograph was taken facing north-east away from Austhorpe Lane. Two 1.0 m 
rods are included for scale.  
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Image 2: The site looking east 
This image was taken after the abandonment of the site due to heavy rain. The turf 
has been removed and the topsoil partly excavated. At the west end of the trench 
(lower foreground in the image) a second layer was revealed. This consisted of a 
layer of magnesian limestone fragments and pieces of what might be burnt shale set 
in a matrix of clay. (For a closer view, see Image 3.) Two 1.0 m rods were used for 
scale. 
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Image 3: A possible levelling up-layer 
This small area of magnesian limestone fragments and what might be pieces of 
burnt shale in a matrix of clay was revealed after the removal of the topsoil at the 
western end of the trench. The photograph was taken facing east with a one metre 
scale. It is not possible to say if the layer extended across the whole site underneath 
the topsoil. However, if it did, it would suggest a layer deposited to level up the site 
prior to the laying of turf. To view the location of the layer within the trench, see 
Image 2.  
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Image 4: a selection of 19th and 20th century ceramic sherds from the site 
Most of the sherds recovered from the site were too small for any identification to be 
made with confidence. However, the ribbed fragment in the lower left-hand corner 
might be a piece of a stoneware jam jar. The scale is marked in centimetres.  
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Image 5: Brown –glazed ware 
The fragment on the left shows clearly the ripple effect common on hand-made 
pottery. These are caused by drawing the wet clay through the fingers while the pot 
is being made. Both pieces are likely to be fragments of mixing bowls. The scale is 
marked in centimetres.  
  

mailto:daveweldrake@yahoo.co.uk


A r c h a e o l o g y  a t  A u s t h o 4 r p e  2 0 1 6  | 11 

 

Dave Weldrake: Heritage Education   daveweldrake@yahoo.co.uk  
 

 
 
Image 6: Fragment of clay pipe stem 
The scale is marked in centimetres.  
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Image 7: Pupils at work 
Excavation is an activity which engages both boys and girls equally. As can be seen 
from the photograph, the physical nature of the exercise tends to enthuse pupils and 
so keep everyone on task.  
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Image 8: Working with a mattock 
Excavation offers an opportunity to acquire new skills, such as working with a 
common archaeological tool like a mattock. 
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