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Denis Coggins 

The archaeology of early settlement in Upper Teesdale, 

Co. Durham. 

This thesis considers the archaeological evidence for 

early settlement in Upper Teesdale from its beginnings in 

the early mesolithic up to the Norman conquest. The area 

is defined as the valley of the river Tees and its tributaries 

from watershed to watershed between Cross Fell in the west 

and Middleton in Teesdale to the east. 

A preliminary chapter presents background information 

including the geology and climate of the area which affected 

early settlement. The archaeological material is dealt with 

chronologically, a separate chapter being devoted to each 

period. Each chapter considers the available evidence for 

settlement derived from strayfinds, pollen analysis, 

excavation and field survey. Mining of lead and iron is 

given a separate chapter as also is farming practice. The 

thesis is concluded by a chapter summarising the results of 

the study. There are gazetteers of strayfinds, archaeological 

sites and industrial sites. 

There is evidence for early mesolithic presence in 

Upper Teesdale and also for later mesolithic woodland clear

ance. Pollen analysis and finds of axes show that this 

process continued during the neolithic and though no site 

has so far been identified these probably exist beneath 

blRnket peat. Clearance was intensified in the early bronze 

age and extensive field systems ocrupy much of the south 

bank of the valley between 105m. and 457m. During the 

later prehistoric settlement appears to have moved downhill 

and Roman-British sites are usually at or below 305m. The 

post-Roman forest regeneration found in the north-east does 

not seem to have occurred in Teesdale and there seems to be 

little change in the settlement pattern until after the 

Norman conquest. Interestingly almost all the evidence for 

early settlement is derived from the south side of the valley 

while mediaeval and modern settlements occupy the north bank. 



INTRODUCTION 

For over two hundred years Upper Teesdale has been visited by 

generations of professional and amateur botanists who have 

studied its unique relict flora. Apart from the Backhouse 

family who excavated the Teesdale cave in the 1880's few of 

these seem to have been interested in the evidence for the 

presence of early man in the dale despite the importance of 

human activities as major factors affecting the development of 

plant communities. 

A few local inhabitants were interested enough to look for 

artefacts, especially flints, and to record finds. Among these 

were my father, then the village schoolmaster at Newbiggin, and 

Mr. w. Lee also of Newbiggin, a retired lead miner whose 

collection of notes and finds was unfortunately destroyed on his 

death in the early 1940's. 

Recent botanical work, particularly pollen studies has 

demonstrated that from very early times some vegetational changes 

in Teesdale are to be ascribed to human interference with the 

environment. Direct archaeological evidence in the form of 

fields, settlements and monuments has however been lacking and 

the present study attempts to remedy this by summarising the 

results of fieldwork and excavation in the area. 

The fieldwork has occupied much of my very limited spare time 

for many years though only recently has it been carried out 

systematically. The excavations were originally conceived by 

myself and my colleague K.J. Fairless when we were both on the 

staff of the history department of Middleton St. George College 

of Education. The demise of the college in 1978 brought the 

proposed ten year research programme to an untimely end. 

The study does not pretend to be complete: discoveries made 

after 1982 are not included and a great deal of fieldwork 

remains to be done. In particular accurate surveys of field 

systems are needed. 

As the work has progressed I have become increasingly aware 

that it is not possible to produce a satisfactory study which 

deals only with archaeological features and only with a small 

geographical area. If the totality of man's influence is to be 

understood then information derived from many branches of 



knowledge - botany, folk-life, geology, place-names, zoology 

and mapy others - must be incorporated into a single readable 

text. 

What happened in Upper Teesdale did not happen in isolation. 

Events there depended upon and influenced events in the lower 

dale, in weardale and in the valley of the Eden and elsewhere. 

Despite the failings and limitations however it is hoped that 

this thesis will make a small contribution to our understanding 

of the early settlement of Upper Teesdale. 

































CHAPTER III 

The Neolithic 

16 

No neolithic site has yet been excavated in Upper 

Teesdale nor indeed has any indisputably neolithic site 

been identified though one at Strands Gill (Fig. 5:4, 

Fig.l5) may well belong to this period. This site lies on 

the west bank of the Blackmea Crag Sike at the top of the 

precipitous cliffs of Holwick Scars. It consists of a 

small field about 30m x 20m flanked by two even smaller 

irregular plots. These are enclosed by low clearance banks 

of stones over 2.0m broad in places. Many of the stones 

are quite small and would only have been removed from the 

plots if these were to have been used for arable. It is 

probable that the site extends further to the south but 

here the ground is covered by peat bog and the enclosure 

walls are visible for only a short distance. At the south 

end of the larger field is a modern sheepfold which over

lies an earlier - though possibly still relatively modern -

triangular structure. The latter is shown in Fig. 15 which 

was drawn before the sheepfold was built. Also attached to 

the southern wall is a subrectangular foundation about 4.0m 

x 2.5m. The eastern plot contains a cairn about 4.0m in 

diameter with a kerb on its western side. At the north

eastern extremity of the site is a subcircular foundation 

possibly a house of some 3.0m internal diameter. A trial 

excavation of one quadrant ofthe cairn was commenced by 

the writer in 1955 but was abandoned at a very early stage 

because of the activities of •treasure-hunters•. It was 

not possible theremore to determine whether the cairn was 

sepulchral or merely the result of field clearance. · Only 

one find was made: the butt of a polished stone axe, 

(Fig. 16:1), which is now in The Bowes Museum. Polished 

stone and flint axes may still be regarded as the typo

logically distinct tools of the neolithic and eight 

specimens in all have been found in Upper Teesdale. All 

except two mentioned above were chance finds and six are 

in The Bowes Museum. 

The axe found at Strands Gill is 85mm long, 45mm 


























































































































































































































































































































































































































































































