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ARCHAEOLOGICAL INVES TIGATIOIYS AT
TANHOUSE HOLM IIELD, GALGATE

by Denise Drury

Introduction

In November 1996 the Lancaster University Archaeological Unit (LUAU) undertook an excavation
of part of the former Tanhouse Holm field (SD 4840 5564), in advance of its development for
housing. The work followed on from an earlier assessment and evaluations of the site carried out in
the summer of 1996 (LUAU 7996a and b). These had indicated the presence of a cobbled swface
associated with several sherds of medieval pottery. Given the place-name evidence it was
postulated that these remains might be related to a possible medieval tannery within the vicinity.

The site is situated to the south of
Chwch Lane, Galgate, adjacent to
the River Conder (Fig l), and in the
medieval period would have lain on
the southern outskirts of the
medieval settlement of Ellel.

The manor of Ellel was certainly in
existence before the Conquest and
by the mid twelfth cenhrry Ellel
was a chapelry within the parish of
Cockerham (LUAU 1996a; Farrer
and Brownbill 1914, 100). Galgate,
the name given to that part of Ellel
located along the road running from
Preston to Lancaster, derives from
the Scandinavian Gallway gata, the
road leading to southern Scotland
(LUAU 1996a" 6).

As a settlement name it first
appears in 1605 (Farrer and
Brownbill 1914, 96), the settlement
itself growing from a small hamlet
to a considerable'village' following
the establishment of the silk mill in
1792 @eedon 1991, 41). The field
rurme Tanhouse Holm, recorded on
an estate map of 1769 (LRO DDM
14128), is the only known reference
to a tannery in the settlements of
Ellel and Galgate.

KEY

/ .| APptoL.nont ot Tlnhouta
, Hdm Fl.ld

- 

Llrnlts or alqdy uat

ffi
\i;!
uL,

IIllel

|*d/lsilk Mittsdl r-,
lJ: ttl . /'/ / Milt
ln-...-.-/

,^a>tt i:'?'

f./'--ncrotr

I' s$o.
| .ror

$tj|'1

Fig 1. Site I.ocation frlan, hased on r5r'ClS Map of lol^

4t



The excavation of part of the still surviving remnant of Tanhouse Holm field consisted of an open
area measuring 30m by lOm (Fig 2), the sighting of which was largely constrained by the presence

of underground services. The excavation area was aligned approximately east/west. The turf and

topsoil were stripped by a wheeled mechanical excavator under close archaeological supervision.
The area was subsequently partially cleaned and excavated by hand with the re-excavation of a

previously opened evaluation tench. All excavation was carried out stratigraphically.

Excavation results

Immediately above the natural subsoil, in the centre of the excavated ,ue4 wzrs a patchy surface

made of compacted, rounded and sub-angular stones (Fig 3). Whilst the stones were not densely
packed, many lay with a flat surface uppermost. A few sherds of pottery were found in direct
association with the surface, ranging in date from medieval to nineteenth century. The condition of
the stone surface indicates an exterior, roughly metalled area; it was perhaps a yard but more likely
a frequently-used track (LUAU 1997,11-12).

The metalled surface was
sealed by a fairly uniform
deposit which covered the
whole excavation area.
Approximately 0.08m-0.4
m deep, it consisted of a
quite stony matrix of a light
brown sandy loam with
about 20% pea grit and
gravel. It again contained
both medieval and post-
medieval pottery although
the incidence of the former
was greater than that of the
latter. It is considered that
this deposit accumulated
during the abandonment of
the metalled surface
(LUAU 1997,12).

The finds by Christine lloward-Davis

A total of 884 artefacts was recovered, most of the assemblage consisting of small sherds of
ceramic vessels and only this material will be considered here. The pottery ranged in date from the
thirteenth to the nineteenth centuries and consisted of 19 distinct fabrics. The majority of the
medieval material dated from the thirteenth to fourteenth cenfiries with the most common type
comprising an oxidised salmon- to cream-coloured fabric with many gnts and some voids; it is
considered that this material may be derived from a precursor to the post-medieval kilns at Ellel
(White 1977).

The post-medieval material is relatively unabraded and in medium sized fragments, indicating that
it is unlikely to have been much disturbed following deposition.
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The medieval group differs somewhat' although not particularly abraded, the sherds are generally
small, suggesting a degree of damage and disturbance following deposition. Indeed their
association with a metalled surface might account for this, as objects dropped on well-used extemal
surfaces tend to be kicked about ina nagmented (LUAU 1997, l4).

The medieval group consists of 303 sherds. For the most part the fabrics are similar, suggesting

that many of them are likely to have had a common origin. Almost all are relatively gntty, with the
grits ill-sorted, and in several fabrics there was a proportion of organic tempering (perhaps chopped
grass). The later reduced fabrics are finer but none of them are completely without inclusions
(LUAU 1997, l5). The range of vessel types is limited and all are wheel thrown. The sherds of
gritty oxidised fabrics all appear to derive from typical unglazed cooking pots with a range of rim
types (Fig 3, 1-13), most of which are well known northern forms (McCarthy and Brooks 1988,

220-251). Two rims in fabric 9 may be derived from jugs (Fig 3, 2-3) and one is splashed with a
light green glaze. The oxidised fabrics are largely unglazed save for the odd splash. The reduced

fabrics are likely to derive from jugs, or in the case of fabric 5 a jw, and have thicker and more
lustrous green glazes (LUAU 1997, 15-16).

The different cooking pot rim forms suggest a thirteenth to mid-fourteenth century date range. The
completely reduced fabrics are generally considered to be later, typically mid-fourteenth to
sixteenth century. Fabric 5 may well be the product of the Silverdale kilns, and certainly the rim
form, with applied thumbed strip decoration
is a common one in the later medieval period
(Edwards 1974).

Conclusions

The excavation revealed a patchy metalled
surface forming a strip across the excavation
area. The surface most likely would appear

to be a track way, though no wheel ruts were
noted along it. The pottery associated with it
indicates a thirteenth to fourteenth century
date for its construction and use. Overall the

assemblage is suggestive of considerable
medieval activity in the near viciniry-, per-

haps focused to the south of the excavation area within the field known as Tanhouse Holm in the

eighteenth century) This activity might be associated with a medieval tannery but the evidence for
this is far too limited to make this anything more than a tentative suggestion.
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