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The Archaeology of
Lancashire. Present State

and Future Prospects
(Ed. Richard Newman et al.)

This survey of Lancashire archaeology will be
warmly welcomed by all those interested in the
history of our county.Although both Leland and
Camden had local connections and laid the
foundations of Lancashire archaeology the
county has not been in the forefront of British
archaeology, while the Lancaster region in
particular has been relatively neglected until
recently. Most English counties established
reputable archaeological or antiquarian societies
around the middle of the last century. The
concentration of population and wealth near the
coal fields led to the foundation of the
Lancashire and Cheshire Antiquarian Society
and the Historical Society of Lancashire and
Cheshire, both centred in the south, while the
Cumberland and Westmorland Antiquarian and
Archaeological Society dominated the counties
to the north. Without denigrating the efforts of
some excellent local archaeologists, the
Lancaster region lay almost outside the interests
ofthese societies.

As Isles and Newton point out in the last
chapter, between 1938 and 1972 Goverment
sponsored rescue excavation on only 5 sites
within the old county compared with 43
exvacations in the North Riding and 56 in
Wiltshire during the same period.

In the last 25 years the situation has changed.
Rescue archaeology, based on the requirement
that all sites of potential interest threatened by
development should be examined before they
are destroyed, has funded numerous excavations
in the county covering almost all archaeological
periods.

The sites and monument record, required to
identiff sites at risk, has pulled together a vast
and invaluable body of data. New or improved
techniques, from detailed field surveys to
analytical chemistry, resistivity surveys and
tree-ring dating have extended our knowledge
and given us new ways of looking at the past.
The Lancaster University Archaeological Unit
has been responsible for most of the recent
work and is to be congtatulated on this timely
survey of current knowledge.The work consists
of a dozen chapters, each by one or more
specialists, covering topics from the history of
archaeology in Lancashire.

The chapters summarise current knowledge on
each period from the Upper Palaeolithic and
Mesolithic, down to Medieval Towns. Castles
and Monasteries and the Industrial Revolution
and finishes with an assessment of future
requirements.

ln particular the last chapter draws attention to
the lacunae which still remain. In spite of recent
progress, without datable pottery, it is very
difficult to recognise house sites and we still
know remarkably little about the distribution
and ways of life of the great majority of the
population before the arrival of the Norsemen .

Although the Norse have left us a few crude
stone sculptures, a scattering of coins and other
metal objects and several score place-names,
the latter cannot usually be dated to within
several centuries. Only when we reach the
twelfth century can we draw a reasonable
picture of the distribution of population. Each
chapter contains an up-to-date review of
present knowledge of its period, illustrated with
distribution maps together with accounts of the
more important excavations and contains good
lists of references. Each chapter ends with
suggestions as to further work required. Apart
from their intrinsic value it is interesting to see
how large areas, which were blank a few
decades ago, are now filled with detail.

While rescue archaeolory provides a steady
flow of new information, one of the weaknesses
ofrescue archaeology is that it does not provide
funds for the detailed scientific excavation of
key sites which are not (yet) under threat.
However recently funds have been found for
the Wetlands Survey, for fundamental research
on the history of our local peatlands. On a
further cheerful note we should appreciate how
lucky we are that the slow growth of population
in our area and a farming system based on
pasture rather than the plough, protects much of
the archaeology underground both from our
prying eyes and from destruction.

In a work of this kind there are inevitably some
controversial statements. It is unlikely that the
magnificent stalls in Lancaster Priory church are
from Cockersand. As their backs are orna-
mented, they were designed to be free-standing.
The choir at Cockersand had no aisles and the
stalls there would have stood against the walls.
Again, as the Anglo-Saxons did not take over
this area until the middle of the seventh century,
and there is no reason to believe that the earlier
people were displaced on any substantial scale,
the Welsh language could have lingered on for
centuries, and there is place-name evidence that
it was still spoken when the Norse arrived.
However this book is intended to stimulate
further work and discussion, as well as record-
ing the present position. (WTW.Potts)
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