
Excavation of walls and circular feature in Field 62a of Oxen Close Farm, Dairy Lane 
Dacre 

1  Introduction 
Oxen Close farm has been subjected to walkover survey a number of times over the last five years, and 
on the higher slopes there are a number of remains which may be very early, and potentially prehistoric. 
Field 62a borders both this upper area and the adjacent Mineral Farm, which is itself known to contain 
prehistoric features such as round houses and mounds. The field is often covered in bracken and 
surveying has been problematic and partial because of this cover. However there are various stone 
alignments which appear to be low field walls, absent from old mapping as far as has been possible to 
verify, and potentially of any date from Iron Age (‘celtic fields’) to late medieval. The farmer was very 
supportive of finding out more about the features and involving the local community, especially children, 
and he has assisted the excavation by spraying the bracken a number of weeks prior to commencement 
to help in the excavation and survey.  
 
There are no entries in the Historic Environment Record (HER) for the farm, nor any stewardship 
restrictions, and the farmers, Mr and Mrs Barningham, kindly gave permission for the excavation to go 
ahead. Under the new countryside stewardship scheme the farm lies in the Pennine Dale Fringe area 
and the requirements of the stewardship would not restrict archaeological work if granted. The site is on 
a working farm and must not be visited without express permission. All features have been backfilled to 
protect them. 
 
The group funding to undertake the work was part of its Heritage Lottery-funded Prehistoric Nidderdale 
project, and involved local community members. 
The excavation was carried out in Aug 2015. All photos by R C Barker. 
 
 
2 Location  
The farm lies in Nidderdale, in the centre-south area of the parish of Dacre, on land which slopes 
downhill in a south-easterly direction. The field in which the excavations took place is approximately 
centred on SE 181597. Past projects designated the field as ‘Field 62’ and since surveys undertaken at 
this time, half has been planted with trees; the area of plantation has been named Field 62a. 
 
3 Aims of the investigation. 
The aims of the investigation were to: 

 record the form and extent of the low walls  

 determine the structure and, where possible, function and date of the walls 

 determine the structure, function and age of a circular feature at SE 418111 459566 

 record other features in the field currently hidden by bracken. 
 
4 Field Walls 
The walls were surveyed and the SE corner and a potential gateway excavated. 
 
The areas were first cleared of bracken, ensuring the overall structure of the walls was not disturbed. 
 



 
Photo 1 Area of wall and corner to be excavated after bracken clearing and part way through ‘deturfing’ 
 
The corner and the low part of the wall , which might have been a potential gateway was then 
excavated by putting a trench either side of the wall and clearing up an area and then going down 
through a section of the wall. 
 There were no finds and the wall was sat on a fairly recent surface with bracken roots under and 
through the base course. 



 
photo 2 Exposed wall base                             

                                                  
 

 
 photo 3 section through the wall. 

 
It can be seen from the photos that the walls sit on a fairly recent surface with bracken roots growing 
through the soil under and in between the stones of the wall. The walls are of rough construction .  
The invasive nature of bracken roots, combined with lack of finds makes it impossible to date the walls 
but the construction and stratigraphy means they are likely to be medieval or later. 
 
 
5  Circular feature at SE 418111 459566 
 
The circular feature was excavated by putting a trench over half of it and excavating down in layers until 
natural subsoil was reached. 
 



 
Photo 4 circular feature before excavation. 
 
The southern half of the feature was excavated to ensure the inside floor  and outside wall construction 
could be investigate. 
 

 
Photo 5 inside of circular feature 
 
The inside was excavated down to a clay base area. Photo 5 shows the rough dry stone wall 
construction of hut and the clay layer appearing in part. The structure does go to the left hand end of the 
picture and it appears the larger stone has slipped into its current position. 



 
Photo 6  detail of internal clay base. 
 

 
Photo 6 external wall 
 
Photo 6 shows the likely construction of the feature. It appears that the slope has been levelled off with 
stones and a clay floor being put on top of the vegetation layer and the dry stone wall of the structure 
put directly on top of the clay base (rather than the wall being built and then the clay floor being put upto 
the wall from the inside).  
 



 
Photo 7 detail of layers showing wall, then clay, then buried vegetation/soil layer, then natural 
 
No finds were found but an environmental sample of the buried vegetation layer was taken. It was not 
possible to separate out individual grains or seeds for analysis but the mixed sample was radiocarbon 
dated by SUERC. The date of this sample was in the early 1400s. The nature of the sample and the 
stratigraphy means the dating is not totally secure but the buried soil layer was well sealed with  no 
evidence of intrusions found.   
 
Conclusion 
Because of lack of dating evidence it is not possible to be definitive as to the period but the indications 
from the single buried soil sample and the construction is as follows: 
The circular feature is a rough dry stone wall  constructed hut with a clay internal floor  and probable 
wood and some sort of hatch roof.  From the position of the large stone in the trench on the uphill side 
of the slope it could be that weather protection of the uphill wall was added at some point.  It likely that 
the hut is medieval in date from around about the 1400s. 
It is more than a daytime use hut but not suitable for permanent habitation. This implies either it was 
used overnight, at specific times of the year( eg lambing)  or as a transhumance farming practice. This 
means it is more likely to be connected to animal husbandry than arable farming. 
The walls of the fields above the hut may well be either of the same period or later , with them more 
probably being of the same period.  
It is possible, therefore, that overall this is a medieval animal farming complex. 
 
R C Barker 
18/1/2018 
 



Appendix 1 Location 

 
Maps has been produced digitally using programs from Anquet Technology Ltd with data from 

Ordnance Survey (Crown Copyright) and Iron-Age (Nidderdale) Community Archaeology Group 
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Appendix 2 
Radiocarbon dating of buried soil sample by Scottish University Environmental Research Centre, 
Glasgow. 
 



 



 
 
Appendix 3 
The diggers 



 
 
 


