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Introduction 

This document presents a brief overview of the group’s investigation into the 
actual and potential prehistoric remains in Nidderdale, especially Dacre Parish, 
over the last 3 years. Work began in 2015 after a grant was given by the Heritage 
Lottery Fund. 
 
Our aim was to investigate key features in the landscape which were thought to 
be potentially prehistoric, and also to survey a series of farms to find new 
features. This ran alongside a well received schools programme which included 
going into local primary schools to give them a greater understanding of 
prehistory and to organise some school trips to local prehistoric sites. 
 
The following is a brief overview of a comprehensive set of field surveys and a 
number of excavations, all involving member of the local community. This 
included some excavations further up Nidderdale than Dacre to compare and 
contrast with the findings in Dacre Parish. 
 
The farms accessed are all private, working farms and the features mentioned 
should not be visited without express permission from the farmer. We are 
particularly grateful to the farmers who allowed us to roam over and excavate 
their land and to the Heritage Lottery Fund for their grants enabling this project to 
proceed. 
 
The work built on previous projects and work in the area, such as the Dacre 
Pasture Project and the Iron Age Nidderdale project, which can be read about 
elsewhere. 
 

What is Prehistory 
 
The Prehistoric Period is normally split into several periods. 
The Palaeolithic period (often sub-divided into lower, middle and upper) covers 
the time from when man first visited Britain until about 9600BC. The earliest 
evidence is almost a million years old, but most of the time it is thought man 
came and went from Britain as the ice age glaciers retreated and advanced. It is 
thought the current continuous occupation of Britain started about 15000 years 
ago. However, the sudden cold snap from about 13000 to 11600 years ago might 
have resulted in either no humans continuing to be present or humans only 
present in the south of England. About 11600 years ago the temperature started 



to rise rapidly, maybe by 10 degC over a 30 to 50 year period, and humans 
certainly settled and brought in new tools during this time. 
 
The Mesolithic Period lasted from 9600 to 4000BC and is a time of new stone and 
flint tools. People probably walked in across the area now known as the North Sea 
(which was dry) rather than up from the south. This land link is increasingly being 
known by the term Dogger Land after a particularly shallow part of the North Sea 
called Dogger Banks. 
 
The Neolithic period lasted from 4000 to 2200BC and is named after a change in 
flint and stone tools ( new lithics). 
 
The Bronze Age is the period from 2200 to 700BC and is the period when bronze 
artefacts first started to be introduced. 
 
This became the Iron Age with the coming of iron and lasted from 700 BC to the 
coming of the Romans. They are regarded as arriving in Britain in 42AD but they 
didn’t arrive in Northern England until a few decades later- Roman York was 
founded in 71AD. The Romans left in about 420AD. The fusion between the 
Roman culture and the native culture is called Romano-British and survived the 
departure of the Romans. It probably lasted until about 600AD. 
 
There was a Copper Age in Southern Europe before the Bronze Age, but that is not 
typically found in British Archaeology. 
 
In terms of remains flint and stone tools from the Palaeolithic onwards can be 
found, sometimes in the plough soil.  It needs special waterlogged, non acidic 
conditions to find non-stone/flint artefacts.  Pottery, tools, bones and structures 
can be found from the Neolithic period onwards. Unfortunately the acidic nature 
of the soil, and perhaps the poverty of the population, in Nidderdale means that 
finding artefacts is rare and normally it is the remains of structures which are 
found. This includes building platforms, burial places, rock art, remains of stone 
building, and evidence of metal working. Flint is not local to the area and it was 
imported largely from the coast. Alternatively, local chert or other stone was 
used. 
 
 
 
 



Dacre Parish 

The civil parish of Dacre (6065) is located within the Harrogate District of North 
Yorkshire and lies within the Nidderdale Area of Outstanding Natural Beauty. 
Approximately 60% of the land in the parish is used as pasture in enclosed fields, 
with occasional mixed woodland (10%), rising to open moorland (30%). 
 
The lowest point is c.75m AOD at the confluence of Darley Beck with the River 
Nidd.  The highest point is Palleys Crags on Braithwaite Moor at 356m AOD. 
 
The geology of the parish is dominated by Lower Follifoot Grit with Upper Follifoot 
Grit, Red Scar Grit and an unnamed sandstone (from the Millstone grit series) 
exposed at higher levels. A limestone, Cayton Gill Shell Bed, occurs on the western 
edge of the parish in a semi-circle from Padside Green through Fouldshaw House 
Farm and Deerings Heights. 
There are two major faults in the area – 
One runs North to South from Glasshouses until it reaches the second major fault 
at Long Ridge Crags. 
The second runs from Long Ridge Crags East-South-East and in this direction 
across Clocken Syke Farm until it reaches the River Nidd. 
North West of Heyshaw there is a small complex of minor faults. 
 
Geology has a major impact in the prehistoric period on land use, travel across the 
region, how tools were made, and where people lived. 
The rock in Nidderdale has long been quarried, it being, in places, good building 
stone, easy to split and heat resistant. This quarrying, of course, destroys evidence 
of early habitation, land use and rock art. 
 

Rock art 
 
Rock art has been practised by many people throughout history. The cup, cup and 
ring, and channel markings are thought to occur from the Neolithic through to the 
early Iron Age. 
Other types of rock markings have also been found and are likely to be of more 
recent origin. 
There have been reports of rock art on farms in the area and much of it has been 
recorded and placed on the Historic Environment Record (HER). Most of it was 
inspected for its current condition during the project and because of the nature of 
the stone was in many cases found to be worn, but visible. Much of what had 



been thought to be the straight line type rock art was, on inspection, found to be 
natural bedding plains in the rock surface and some cup markings either natural 
hollows or only probable cup marks. 
However there are still several good examples in the area. 
 

   
Mineral Farm, cup and ring marks              Eastwood Farm cup marks round a 
                                                                           potential shaft or water hole 
 
Rock art is very difficult to date but is never the less important. Below are 2 
pictures of other, almost certainly later markings. The first is normally regarded as 
a religious marking and is on the site of an old path from when the land was 
owned by Fountains Abbey and the second of unknown meaning and date but in a 
quarried area. Both are on Clocken Syke Farm 

 

 
Possible religious marking (3D model of surface) 



 
Unknown marking 

 
Above Gouthwaite, in an area we used to compare and contrast with the lower 
dale, are more stones with rock art, one example of which is below. 
 

 
3D model showing a complex interaction of cup, ring and channel marks. 

 

Field Surveys 

 
The farms along Long Ridge Crags and Clocken Syke, Oxen Close and Mineral Farm 
were field walked looking for previously unrecorded potential prehistoric 
features. Those already known about were recorded using modern GPS 
equipment. 
 
The area is known for iron manufacture in small furnaces ranging in date from the 
Iron Age to the medieval period, when the land was owned by Fountains Abbey. 
The land has been extensively quarried over time as well as being farmed. This is 
very evident in the landscape and reported on elsewhere. 



 
The land was enclosed from the road system as it existed in the 18th century 
upslope or toward the next road. Therefore the best chance of finding prehistoric 
features is in the later areas to be enclosed. 

 
 
 
In the Long Crag area, because of quarrying, there is little to be seen except one 
potential prehistoric wall which runs on a different alignment to the enclosure 
walls or the quarrying activity. It is shown in the photo above and is the series of 
boulders running across the centre of the picture. 
 
On Oxen Close farm are circular features and some small square walled fields ( 
similar to ‘celtic fields’) which could be of any age from prehistoric onwards and 
these were excavated (see below). 
The farm has some very interesting monastic and later features but no other 
potential prehistoric remains. 
 
Mineral and Clocken Syke farms , as well as the rock art described above, do have 
significantly more potential prehistoric remains , including hut circles, iron 
furnaces and wall system, 
In the rushes hut circles are difficult to spot. A couple of the clearer examples in 
more open fields are shown below. 



 
 
 
The potential prehistoric field walls exist as either straight walls or curving and 
could have been used for corralling and separating animals for animal husbandry. 
In the photo below the wall is marked by the line of ranging rods going from the 
centre into the distance. 

 
 
Excavations 
 
A number of features were chosen for excavation because they were thought to 
be  old but of indeterminate age or in order to see if what appeared on the 
surface was there underground. All were excavated by volunteers from a large 
age range and with a mixed range of abilities and experience under the watchful 
eye of a professional archaeologist. 
 



Oxen Close hut and field system 
On the surface the hut looked like the 1st photo below and half of it was 
excavated. 
What can be seen in the second photo is the remains of a hut built into the 
hillside. The ground has been made up to be level, then a clay floor put down and 
then drystone walling put round the edge of the clay floor. At the top (right hand) 
end is a large stone which has slipped down hill and might have been put there to 
improve weather protection. The roof would have been timber and some sort of 
thatch. There were no finds or dateable charcoal found but trapped below the 
clay floor was some old vegetation.  This was sampled and whilst it cannot be said 
to be an archaeological secure sample it was analysed and dates to around 
1400AD. It is best to conclude this date is an indicator of the hut’s age. 
 
A section of the square field wall above the hut was cleared of bracken and 
excavation trenches put down either side and across. The stone wall had bracken 
growing through it and its bottom was close to the surface as can be seen in the 
photo below. Given the way the land has built up in this area over time as well as 
its structure implies the walls are no earlier than medieval. It is possible therefore 
that the hut and field system is of the same age. 

 
 

 



 

Mansion Knoll ,Clocken Syke Farm 
 

 
 

Mansion Knoll is a distinctive feature in the landscape and has long been thought 
to be an enhanced glacial feature of a possible Bronze Age burial. It is in the right 
place and looks down over the valley 
It was therefore important to test this theory out. 
A long trench was put across the knoll and smaller trenches at key points around 
the lower slopes and outside the knoll. 
What was found was that it was the way the rock had fractured and the roots of 
trees working their way through the bedding plains which give the appearance of 
potential cists (burials) and human activity. This is important because it helps 
explain a number of features in the area and the potentially ’metalled’ surfaces 
found elsewhere. The photos below show this. 
 

 
 

 



Potential hut circle. 
A potential hut circle was excavated to discover more about the feature. It was 
close to previously known iron-age furnaces and had a tree growing in it. 
A long trench was put across one area of it. In the lower part of the trench was 
found a very well preserved and well made flagged area, bounded on the down 
slope side by large earthfast stones and set on smaller stones and sand to make it 
level. The upper part was a disturbed stone bank, disturbed probably by both the 
tree and the building of the enclosure wall just above 
There were no finds or dateable samples such as charcoal. 
Its function it unknown but excavations in our ‘compare and contrast’ area above 
Gouthwaite further up the dale has shown that it is common to have a flagged 
area just outside or at the entrance of a hut circle (see below). 
It is therefore quite possible that this is the remains of a hut circle. The other 
possibility is that it is a platform for a later industry. 
The photos below are an overview of the  feature and detail of the flagged area. 
 

 
 

Above Gouthwaite. 
In order to get a better idea of the overall view of the prehistoric landscape of 
Dacre some hut circles which were set into field systems were excavated and rock 
art recorded in an area above Gouthwaite to compare with what we had found. 
 
Half of two hut circles in different parts of the landscape were excavated and 
whilst there were no finds charcoal and other samples were taken. 
These showed that a variety of crops were grown in the area, including barley and 
wheat, and there were alder, willow, poplar and oak trees. 
Radiocarbon dating of the hearth charcoal showed the huts to be of the Romano-
British period. 
As shown in the photos below the huts are better defined and have the flagged 
floor at or near the entrance. 



 

 
 

This photo shows that there was a scoop made in the hillside to make a level 
platform, the hut built and the flagged floor put in the entrance and porch area. 
The hearth is towards the real wall and is where the charcoal was found. 

 
 

 
 
This photo shows the back wall of the hut in the scooped out area, and of course 
the lovely view (although obviously the reservoir wasn’t there then). 
 



 
Conclusion 
As a result of this work we now have a clearer idea of the prehistoric remains in 
Dacre parish and have answered some important questions as to which are and 
which are not prehistoric remains. Comparisons with remains further up 
Nidderdale have shown similarities in type and it has also helped to answer some 
questions about what was found. Most importantly, some people have been 
introduced to archaeological surveying and excavation, and we all have had fun 
and learnt a lot. Not everything we found has been listed here; just some key 
points which we hope are of interest. 
 
 
 
  



 
  



 

 

This booklet was prepared by member of the Iron-Age( Nidderdale) community 

Archaeological Group, a volunteer group surveying and recording the history of 

Nidderdale. 

Without the farmers none of this work would have be possible and we are 

grateful to have been allowed to survey, and at times dig up, their land. 

Photos have been provided by members of the group and a special thanks to 

Richard Stroud for producing the 3D models. 

Cover photo is of the potential roundhouse at Clocken Syke 

Text copyright of Iron-Age(Nidderdale) Community Archaeology Group 

Photos copyright of the photograph donators. 

This project was funded by the Heritage Lottery fund, an essential funding body 

for this type of community work and whose support and encouragement was 

gratefully received. 

Contact 
See website 

https://ironagenidderdale.wordpress.com/ 
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