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1. BACKGROUND 

1.1 INTRODUCTION 

This document is a project synopsis providing an overview of the proposed volunteer 

community project based around the cultural heritage of Thornton le Street, North 

Yorkshire, and principally on the investigation of the putative line of a Roman Road 

and associated settlement. The potential for a project was identified by Local 

Historian John Sheehan, who contacted Jim Brightman of Solstice Heritage 

Consultancy to provide initial advice on what form such a project could take.    

The aim of this synopsis is to provide an overview of the proposed project to help and 

inform discussions with potential project stakeholders (including landowners, 

archaeological and historical specialists and volunteers), those with a curatorial 

interest (English Heritage and local authority archaeologists), and potential funding 

bodies. This synopsis has been prepared by Jim Brightman, with significant comment 

and input from John Sheehan and Dr Keith Emerick, Inspector of Ancient Monuments 

at English Heritage. 

1.2 PREVIOUS WORK 

It is beyond the scope of a brief project synopsis to provide a detailed overview of all 

earlier historical and archaeological investigation of immediate relevance to Thornton 

le Street, or to wider issues of Roman road and medieval village studies in the North. It 

is, however, of benefit to highlight a few pieces of recently completed or on-going 

heritage activity that are of immediate relevance to a proposed wider community 

project: 

• Extensive recent research has been undertaken by Thornton le Moor resident 

Brian Forbes in the form of an investigation into the likely route of the Roman 

road through Thornton le Street. He has been assisted in this task by local 

professional archaeologist John Buglass. The report of this investigation also 

includes a summary of previous key work relating to Roman roads in the 

vicinity and illustrates the archaeological significance of Thornton le Street and 

its environs (Forbes 2014). 

• A schedule of recent talks and workshops organised by John Sheehan based 

around the investigation of Roman roads across the county, and appropriate 

archaeological techniques which might be used in any investigation, has 

demonstrated a significant enthusiasm in the local area for learning more 

about this topic. This enthusiasm is, in many ways, the driver for a larger project 

looking at the wider medieval, eighteenth century and modern landscape, 

and building on the existing skills within the communities of Thornton le Street 

and Northallerton. 

1.3 THE PROJECT 

The project is the study of the evolving landscape around Thornton le Street. Thornton 

le Street is at the supposed junction of two Roman Roads, one proceeding 

 NNE to the Tees (John Cade 1785 and Ivan Margary-80a 1973) and one proceeding 

 NNW to the Swale at Catterick Bridge (John Warburton 1722). Extensive remains of a 

 road and settlement exist to the immediate north of the present village, which are 
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 scheduled as the remains of medieval settlement. There has been much debate over 

the years as to whether the site is in fact Roman in origin. 

The village is now described as shrunken in that the medieval village is considered to 

have been largely abandoned in the 15th century with a remnant remaining around 

the Norman church - the location of the present settlement, comprising a mix of 

twenty-six Georgian and contemporary buildings. The church is considered to have 

12th century features, but was much altered in the 14th and 19th centuries. Part of the 

built-up area is scheduled along with fields to the north of the present village. The 

traditionally accepted line of the Roman road is considered to run through the middle 

of the modern village and across the scheduled site in the form of a substantial 

earthwork ‘causeway’.  

The site is of particular interest as the focus of a community heritage project in that it 

encapsulates all the features one would expect in the evolution of a rural settlement: 

• A water mill on the adjacent Cod Beck,  

• The remains of peasant dwellings and field systems,  

• A church (with church yard and monuments),  

• A manor house complex from the medieval period, and  

• A Country House of a more recent date with superimposed 18th century 

landscape overlying the medieval 

 

This variety of standing and buried heritage features provides opportunity to use, 

learn and develop a range of skills and use a variety of techniques and approaches 

including: 

• Archival and documentary research 

• Historic map regression 

• Historic building recording 

• Geophysical survey 

• Landscape/walkover and earthwork survey 

• Test pitting 

• Archaeological excavation and associated works from finds processing to 

publication 

In addition the project may also be able to deliver more creative elements, 

particularly with local schools, based around the stories of people and the village that 

will emerge from the research. 

The village is situated on a main route through the Vale of York running in parallel with 

the more well known Dere Street (the present A1) to the west. Much of the history is 

however enigmatic and by capturing the established interest it is intended that more 

exhaustive research will be possible such that definitive conclusions can be reached 

about the origins of the settlement. 
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2. AIMS AND OBJECTIVES 
The aims and objectives of the proposed project can be divided into two overlapping 

‘themes’ – community-based and research-based. However, the research theme will 

be structured and delivered by the community: the community of stakeholders will 

define the research questions and research strategy (with support from the 

professional heritage sector as required) so that it remains a relevant and revised set 

of aims and objectives.  

The overarching aim of the proposed project is: 

• To tap in to the enthusiasm for the place within the local and wider community 

and provide opportunities to acquire new skills and knowledge through the 

investigation of Thornton le Street, its stories and landscape.  

2.1 COMMUNITY-BASED OBJECTIVES 

Feeding into the overarching aim above the key community-based objectives are: 

• To encourage more people to engage with heritage, particularly within the 

local community. 

• To ensure those participating both learn more about heritage and develop 

new skills for the investigation of heritage. 

• To ensure that the heritage of Thornton le Street will be better understood, 

explained, managed and recorded. 

2.2 RESEARCH-BASED OBJECTIVES 

A project in which the focus is on Thornton le Street and its evolving landscape, 

including the scheduled deserted medieval village (DMV) and putative Roman road, 

would accord with the following measures of English Heritage’s National Heritage 

Protection Plan (English Heritage 2013): 

• 5A4 Supporting Local Communities in Protecting Significant Heritage Assets 

• 6B1 Strategic Condition Monitoring 

In addition, a project of the scope and focus proposed would address the following 

priorities within the Yorkshire Archaeological Research Framework: Research Agenda 

(Roskams and Whyman 2007): 

• Investigation of potentially Romano-British period archaeological remains 

away from the known foci of “military and political” centres 

• Holistic (multi-activity) characterisation of an apparently well-preserved 

medieval settlement site.  
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3. PROJECT PROCESS AND METHOD 

3.1 PROJECT SCOPE 

It is envisioned that the project will initially focus on a few locations within the core of 

the village for which landowner permission and support is already in place. The 

backbone of the project will be built around classroom-based training and will focus 

on energising small groups of local volunteers to identify other potential areas of 

interest in and around the village for further research. 

 

Such an approach provides a clear geographic focus to the project, but allows it to 

develop organically, with the volunteers driving the focus towards areas of specific 

interest. Some of the core areas for which permission has already been given, or is 

actively being sought do, however, contain upstanding archaeological remains 

associated with both the road and settlement. Investigation of these remains will act 

as a focus around which the wider project will sit, providing the potential to answer 

key research questions (according with the research aims outlined above) about the 

character, significance and level of survival of the scheduled remains. 

 

Given the protection afforded to the scheduled remains, any invasive 

archaeological work will require both the involvement and backing of Historic 

England, in their capacity as curatorial body with responsibility over designated 

heritage assets (including scheduled monuments). Initial discussions have resulted in 

the support of Historic England for this project and the associated scheduled 

monument consent applications. 

3.2 PROPOSED ACTIVITIES 

There are a wide range of potential investigative activities that can be undertaken as 

part of a project including: 

• Archival or documentary research 

• Cartographic and aerial photograph investigation (including examination of 

Lidar) 

• Survey (landscape and earthwork) 

• Historic building survey (including the church, mill, farmhouse, village buildings 

and gatehouses)  

• Geophysical Survey 

• Palaeoenvironmental Sampling 

• Targeted test pitting 

• Targeted excavation. 

As is noted above, any work needs the backing of English Heritage, and any invasive 

works within the boundary of the scheduled monument requires Scheduled 

Monument Consent (or Section 42 licence in the case of geophysical survey). English 

Heritage have already stated their support for the project and their readiness to 

advise DCMS that consent should be granted for proposed archaeological 

evaluation.  
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3.2.1 RESEARCH AND REMOTE SENSING 

Any wide-ranging project is well served by including a comprehensive background 

study that can incorporate archival research, including the assessment of primary 

source documents and maps, the results of previous historical and archaeological 

investigations in the local area, and assessment of aerial photography and Lidar 

imagery. Such work can provide invaluable contextual information, or even shed new 

light on a specific site under investigation. Although it will be the aim of a project that 

all activities are ‘sustainable’, inasmuch as the skills that volunteers gain and use can 

continue to be of use after the life of the specific investigation, it is often the case that 

the desk-based elements of a project are those which provide opportunities for 

expansion into the investigation of new sites, areas and topics. 

3.2.2 SURVEY 

Survey is a key part of any archaeological investigation, particularly where there is a 

site that survives as comprehensive earthwork remains. A landscape survey (also 

termed walkover survey) would provide an invaluable baseline record of all the visible 

remains, which could then be followed up with measured and drawn survey 

(earthwork survey). The skills that can be imparted to volunteers through survey work 

also lend themselves to the ‘sustainability’ of a project, as it is a rapid and cheap 

process that volunteers can then take on to apply to other sites. 

Geophysical survey (in whatever form may be deemed suitable for the specific 

archaeological remains) can provide an additional layer of information to the 

landscape survey described above. A sub-surface record such as this would also 

provide an aid in targeting any invasive work to accurately answer specific questions, 

as well as providing opportunities for volunteers to participate in something that is 

normally the preserve of more specialist archaeologists. 

3.2.3 PALAEOENVIRONMENTAL SAMPLING 

Given the preceding work of Forbes (2014) and the debate about the putative line of 

the road in relation to the Cod Beck and its floodplain, a project could potentially 

include palaeoenvironmental sampling should geological conditions be conducive. 

In some situations, core sampling and specialist analysis could provide information on 

the location and form of river channels at various times in the past, as well as data 

that helps recreate past environments. Such an activity would have less potential to 

engage a large group of volunteers but may provide important data. 

3.2.4 TEST PITTING 

Test pitting is an effective sampling technique, particularly so when many volunteers 

can be mobilised as part of a single project. Whilst not a particularly suitable 

technique for use within the confines of a scheduled monument, it has been shown to 

be a fascinating and informative technique for rapidly characterising areas of activity 

(through retrieval of finds from the topsoil) on a wider scale (e.g. volunteer projects 

led by Carenza Lewis through Access Cambridge Archaeology or the ongoing 

Heritage Lottery-funded volunteer project around Reeth and Grinton run by the 

Swaledale and Arkengarthdale Archaeology Group).  

Test pitting has also been demonstrated on previous community project to be an 

engaging activity for schools, involving students of all ages.  
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3.2.5 EXCAVATION 

As noted above, excavation within the area of a scheduled monument will require 

formal consent from English Heritage, but it is also the technique that will provide the 

greatest volume of information to answer specific research questions. Excavation also 

provides significant opportunities for volunteer involvement in all the different 

processes of fieldwork – digging itself, site survey, creating the drawn and 

photographic record, small finds processing, scientific sample processing etc. 

Following fieldwork, there would also be significant opportunities for volunteer 

involvement in the necessary stages of post-excavation such as finds processing and 

cataloguing, records digitisation, archive preparation etc.  

3.2.6 PROJECT DISSEMINATION 

The final stage of a project would be to ensure that the information gained through 

the investigation is made accessible to the widest possible audience and this can be 

through a variety of channels, though increasingly through ‘new media’ as well as 

more traditional forms of print or publication. Depending on the focus of the project 

and the agreed outputs, it is possible that this stage will also provide opportunities for 

volunteer training and involvement, whether in elements of the publication process or 

in the creation and use of websites, for example.  
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