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Hightown prehistoric trackway (or beaver dam ?) 

�
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CBA North-West Autumn Meeting: 
“Timber, Wood and Archaeology in the North West” 

Jim Innes set the picture by describing how archaeologists can measure 
long-term vegetation change and human input on woodland using techniques 
including pollen analysis and the relative occurrence of species of beetles and 
molluscs.   

He then described what these techniques tell us about how tree species have 
colonised the North West as the climate changed from before the Holocene 
up to AD 1600.   

He completed his talk with the evidence for human activity, of Mesolithic 
human clearance of woodland using fire to preparing landscape for future 
exploitation.  Re-growth produces a different balance of tree species, creating 
an environment that may also have favoured different animal species.  Later 
clearance of forests in lowland, in the late Iron Age and Roman period, were 
followed by regeneration, but Bronze Age clearance of upland resulted in 
regrowth as heath and moor. 
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Ron Cowell (Liverpool Field Archaeology Service) 
talked about the probable trackway at Hightown 
Beach that was found near the sites of both the 
Formby footprints and remnants of prehistoric 
forest. 

Bryony Cole has suggested that the feature is a 
beaver dam rather than a trackway, but beavers 
normally make their dams where the water is fresh.  
Some of the wood appears to have been ‘worked’ 
by beaver, some by humans. 

The structure comprised primarily alder (51% of the 
material excavated) and hazel (17% of the material 
excavated).  Alder from the trackway has been 
dated to around 3960-3675 BC and hazel to around 
3795-3630 BC.  It is possible that further stretches of 
the feature are waiting to be discovered higher up 
the beach in the inter-tidal area. 

In the tradition of providing site visits at the midday 
break, members were given a choice: 

�  An opportunity to visit the Anthony Gormley 
sculptures ‘Another Place’ on Crosby beach. A 
guided tour of historic Waterloo  

�  A visit to Old Christ’s Church, a late Victorian 
Anglican church, large, constructed in an era of 

religious optimism, now used for community 
activities.  Notable for its sandstone 
construction, many of the blocks showing 
layers of coloured sand. 

 
Mark Leah (Cheshire Planning Office) gave an 
overview of waterlogged timber from Cheshire 
towns including Nantwich, Willaston, Middlewich, 
Northwich and Chester.  Many of the finds are from 
sites associated with the Roman and medieval salt 
industry. In addition to the surviving timber, he 
briefly mentioned the pottery, pewter, leather, stone 
and metal items that were found with them.  
 
Steve Allen (York Archaeological Trust), spoke 
about good practice in recording archaeological 
wood.  As wood does not photograph well, all 
wooden items need to be drawn. He listed the data 
that should be collected:  

�  species of wood, 
�  natural features (grain and quality), 
�  evidence of timber processing (e.g. cut, split or 

sawn), 
�  tool-marks, types of joint, carpenters’ marks. 

He followed this with a case study of how he had 
examined the salt ship from Nantwich. 
 
Jim Spriggs (independent conservation consultant) 
spoke about his work on boats from periods ranging 
from Bronze and Iron Age log boats to an 
Elizabethan wreck off the coast of Alderney. 

He provided advice on methods of storing and 
protecting waterlogged wood prior to conservation.  
He then explained how cellular and intercellular 
structures of wood deteriorate, how preservation 
with polyethylene glycol stabilises and supports the 
internal structure of wood, and how the technique of 
freeze drying can reduce the amount of 
Polyethylene Glycol required to as little as 1/3 of that 
used by earlier techniques. 

He also posed the question of how much wood, 
which can be bulky and expensive to conserve, 
should be preserved. 

Compiled from reports and reflections on the day 
from: 

Julia McLaughlin Cook  
Merseyside Archaeological Society 
Peter Lange 
Moston and District Archaeology and Social History 
Society

 
Mersey & Dee YAC Roam to Roman Ribchester 

On 24 June 2006 the Mersey and Dee branch of the 
Young Archaeologists’ Club went to see the Roman 
fort at Ribchester and hear about its history.  We 
arrived at the museum and the curator Patrick 
Tostevin spoke to us about the fort, the museum 
and its history.  It was fantastic to learn that 

Margaret Greenall had established the museum 
because she was concerned for the safety and 
preservation of the objects, which had been 
discovered in Ribchester. It was good to see the 
museum building had been extended, was still 
going strong and had not lost its collection.   
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We also learned about the history of the fort and 
how it affected the surrounding area.  The fort held 
a garrison of cavalry troops. These men would retire 
into the local area and it was explained that the 
Roman soldiers would gather much of their 
necessities from the local area and the local people 
who adopted the Roman style of living.  

We got to handle a lot of finds from before the 
Roman occupation and during it. Some of the 
younger members were invited to try on Roman 
armour of various types.  The most impressive item 
was the cavalry parade helmet.  This was for 
sporting competitions rather than serious combat - 
the decoration was absolutely amazing. Sadly we 
only got to view the replica. 

 We then left the museum and had a chance to look 
at the granaries; there are two at Ribchester.  The 
pillars that were used to raise the floor can still be 
seen; this was the Roman style of pest control.  
These granaries held enough grain to last twelve 
months and an officer of the fort would be charged 
with responsibility of the upkeep of supplies. 

We also had a chance to look at the Roman bath 
house before we had to leave to get back to 
Liverpool.  The medieval well caused much 
confusion for some of the younger members as it 
was obvious there was no need for it in the Roman 
bath house.  

Overall we had a fantastic day out, we all enjoyed 
ourselves, and we just had time to have a group 
photograph before we left.  

Anna Smith - M&D YAC member. 

�

Your Region’s Regional Research Framework 

Shortly members of CBA North West will receive 
summaries of the latest thinking about the region©s 
archaeology. Copies of volume 1 of the Research 
Framework for North West England, the Resource 
Assessment, were sent out to members in 
February.  This sets out our current understanding 
of the archaeology of the region from Palaeolithic 
times up to the twentieth century.  It is� hoped that 
volume 2, the agenda and strategy document, will 
be published in time for our Spring Meeting and 
AGM in May.   This will highlight the gaps in our 
knowledge and priorities for future research.  
Together, these volumes will provide a valuable 
work of reference and an authoritative statement of 
archaeological opinion which can be put to those 
who perhaps do not have a good understanding our 
historic environment. 

The need for regional research frameworks was 
formally recognised by English Heritage in 1996, 
and the preparation of one for the north west was 
jointly launched by English Heritage and the 
Association of Local Government Archaeological 
Officers at Lancaster in 2001.  Contributions were 
then written by the members of a number of period 
groups and collated by the group coordinators.  The�
project was remarkable for the participation of so 
many people from all sectors of the discipline.  The 
fact that it did not stall reflects well on their ability to 

work together effectively and on the stamina of the 
coordinator, Mark Brennand, and his assistants. 

Funding was provided by English Heritage, while 
CBA North West©s Archaeology North 
West provided a publication vehicle.  It is in return 
for facilitating publication that members of the group 
have received free copies of the Research 
Framework.  Our editor Mike Nevell deserves our 
warmest thanks for much hard work in typesetting a 
long and complicated document and seeing it 
through the press. 

How we use the document is up to us: it could 
simply become a dead letter, it could stifle new 
thinking, or it could be a springboard to new 
projects.  Perhaps its most lasting value will be in 
the processes that made it possible: the breaking 
down of organisational, geographical and specialist 
boundaries.  We owe our thanks to those who gave 
up their time to create the research framework: it is 
up to us to use it imaginatively. 

Additional copies of volume 1 of the research 
framework can be obtained from Mike Nevell at the 
University of Manchester Archaeological Unit, 
Oxford Road, Manchester M13 9PL. The cost is £15 
plus £2.50 p & p.  Cheques should be made 
payable to Council for British Archaeology North-
West.
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Stanley Bank Community Archaeology Project, St Helens 

The local community along with members of the 
Merseyside Archaeological Society and the 
Merseyside Industrial Heritage Society and the St 
Helens Historical Society have been involved over 
the last three years in field walking, survey and 
excavation as part of what has become known as 
the Stanley Bank Triangle Project. 

This is a community scheme managed by St Helens 
Council with archaeological supervision by Liverpool 
Archaeological Field Unit.   

Stanley Bank is an area of Blackbrook on the 
outskirts of St Helens.  The country park is a Site of 
Special Scientific Interest (SSSI) but the green 
lanes and wild flower pastures hide a wealth of 
industrial history.  Collieries, copper works, metal 
forges, a corn mill and associated workers houses 
now lie at various depths below the surface. 

The Stanley Bank triangle contains various sites of 
industrial archaeological interest including: 

Copper works - yet to be located copper works 
dating from eighteenth century 

Copperhouse Row cottages - a terrace of 
seventeen houses built in 1772 to house the copper 
workers complete with inclined wagonway along the 
frontage. 

Slitting mill - Stanley Bank iron slitting mill was 
built in 1773 by Thomas Patten of Warrington to 
process ingots from Carr Mill smelting works into 
nails. Powered from a reservoir to the rear, the mill 
was described as having two wheels, workshops 
and warehouses. During the 1830s the mill was 
converted to a corn mill with substantial changes to 
the complex. The mill finally stopped working 

around 1900 and was demolished, with only the 
dam wall remaining standing.  

Stanley Bank corn mill 

Built in the same site as the Slitting Mill using the 
same water supply. 

Slitting mill canal - Slitting mill canal, or mill-race, 
where iron ingots smelted at Carr Mill smelting were 
transported to the Stanley iron slitting mill.  The 
canal is still recognisable in the landscape, although 
heavily silted. 

Results to date 

The excavations to identify the remains of the mill 
and canal will continue through 2007.  Interpretation 
theories develop as more trenches are opened.  
The data from a geophysical survey are also being 
analysed. The outline of the corn mill, which 
consists of foundation walls, floor finishes and a 
wheel pit needed to be excavated and recorded.  
The earlier slitting mill appears to be below the corn 
mill partly on a different alignment.  Slitting mills 
often had two water wheels to power the rollers and 
the hunt is on for another wheel pit, possibly 
concealed below later structures.  There are plans 
to put a trench through the silted-up early slitting mill 
canal basin to determine its profile. 

The size of the working party is limited as all 
trenches are professionally supervised but anyone 
interested in taking part in the 2007 project should 
contact Rick Rogers, St Helens Council, 01744 
456191.  

Roy Forshaw  
Merseyside Industrial Heritage Society

 

New Finds Liaison Officer for Cheshire, Greater Manchester & Merseyside 

Frances McIntosh has been appointed Finds 
Liaison Officer (FLO) for the southern part of the 
region.  She is based in Liverpool but intends to 
spend one day a month at the Salt Museum, 
Northwich (last Thursday of every month), 
Manchester Museum (third Friday of every month), 
the Grosvenor Museum, Chester (second Friday of 
every month) and Bolton Museum (third Thursday of 
every month). This will give metal detectorists and 
other members of the public an opportunity to bring 
things in without travelling to Liverpool.  

Originally from Bury, Frances studied archaeology 
at Durham and then worked for an archaeological 
contract unit (Northern Archaeological Associates), 
digging and finds processing. She was also part 
time assistant to the FLO in the North East.  

Contact details: 
Frances McIntosh  
Cheshire, Greater Manchester and Merseyside 
Finds Liaison Officer 
Dock Traffic Office  
Albert Dock  
Liverpool  
L3 4AX  
 
T: 0151 478 4259 
E: frances.mcIntosh@liverpoolmuseums.org.uk 


