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MAPPING LAIVCASHIRE'S r//S TORIC
LAIVDSCAPE

The Lancashire historic landscape characterisation programme

John Darlington, Lancashire County Archaeologist

Introduction

In January 1,999 the Archaeology Service of Lancashire County Council, in partnership with
English Heritage, commenced a project to map the distinctive, historic dimension of today's urban
and rural environment in Lancashire. The project differed from any previously carried out in the

Northwest in that it used techniques originally borrowed from the field of landscape architecture, in
particular the principles of characterisation, and applied them to the historic landscape. Since t994,
English Local Authorities in partnership with English Heritage have increasingly turned to Historic
Landscape Characterisation (HLC) as a tool for understanding and managing change within the

cultural landscape. HLC is a map-based technique, using a Geographical Information System (GIS),

designed to produce a generalised understanding of the historic and archaeological dimension of the

present-day landscape. It is based on the appreciation that every aspect of the landscape has been

influenced and, in many respects, physically shaped by human activities.

One of the principal underlying reasons for the project was the need to improve and broaden the
information held on the historic environment. Although Lancashire County Council maintains a

register of some 19,000 known archaeological and historical sites (held on the Sites and Monuments
Record or SMR) - these are all individual sites. Yet the whole of the Lancashire has been affected
in varying degrees by humans: from the moor tops to lowland mosses. The project tackled this
information deficient by recognising the influence of humans within the landscape and mapping the

principal origin of tracts of the countryside.

Methodologt

The process of Historic Landscape Characterisation is relatively straightforward. It begins with the

systematic identification and description of historic attributes in the contemporary rural and urban
landscape.

current land use

field shape

field size

field groups

boundary types

shape and disposition of paths/lanes/roads

shape and type of woodland

shape and type of water

distribution and types of buildings

contour/geology/soils

placenames

settlement pattem

previous fieldwork

OS First Edition (6") information

enclosure awards and other historical information

and SMR data

These attributes include all aspects of the natural and built environment that have been shaped by
human activity in the past - the distribution of woodland and other semi-natural habitats, the form of
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fields and their boundaries, the lines of roads, streets and pathways, the disposition of buildings in
the towns, villages and countryside. Thus for the whole of the county the following attributes were
examined:

This structured data gathering exercise was followed by the analysis and identification of historic
environment character types which shared distinct groupings of attributes.l For example, an area
possessing a pattem of small, irregular fields, dissected by winding lanes and footpaths, associated
with known medieval settlements, place and field niunes, and shown to be in existence prior to the
earliest comprehensive map evidence may have been allocated to the Ancient Enclosure (i.e. pre

AD1600) HLC type. The resulting mapping is hierarchical and includes the following entry level
HLC types (Figs 1 and 2):

Ancient (pre-AD1600) Enclosure

Post-Medieval (AD1600-1850) Enclosure

Modern (post AD1850) Enclosure

Ancient and Post-Medieval (Pre-AD1850) Woodland

Modem Woodland

Ancient and Post-Medieval Settlement

Modern Settlement

Ancient and PosrMedieval Industry

Modern Industry

Ancient and Post-Medieval Ornamental land

Modern Omamental land

Modem Recreational land

Modem Military

Modem Communications

Moorland

Reverted Moorland

Lowland Moss and Grassland/Scrub

Water

Coastal Rough Ground

Saltmarsh

Dunes

Sand and Mudflats

A note of caution should be added here: the HLC programme was primarily desk-based and
time-limited to 18 months. It was not a historic landscape survey programme, but one which
identified broad historic landscape character. As such a detailed survey will find attributes of both
the medieval and twentieth century landscape within an area of, say, Post-Medieval Enclosure, but
the broad character of that area will be one which was either created, or substantially changed,

during the period AD1600-1850. The same definition and caveat is applicable to all the other HLC
types.

Now that the basic mapping is complete, it is possible to produce a map of Lancashire showing
those areas which are essentially medieval or earlier in character and which survive today (Fig 3).

Altematively, areas of ancient woodland, ancient industry or historic settlement can be picked out
and compared with their more recent counterparts. Omamental parks and gardens, areas of
moorland which were once in agricultural production, or even Lancashire's distinctive urban
heritage of mills and terraced industrial workers housing have all been identified. Because the
mapping has been carried out using a GIS it is possible to query the map in a large number of
different ways. For example, it is possible to identify all those areas of Lancashire which have

been brought into agricultural use over the last 2000 years from the sea, from upland moor or from
lowland mosses (Fig a). Altematively, former medieval parkland, woodland or medieval open strip
fields may be highlighted. In addition, measures of time-depth were incorporated into the project
in order to identify the changes which have taken place within the landscape over the past 150
years. This allows, amongst other things, the broad measurement of field boundary loss (since

1850; Fig 5) and the mapping of patterns of destruction, loss and survival of the principal features
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of earlier land use. The potential for combinations of enquiries made of the dataset, and with
others, such as the SMR is endless. Perhaps most importantly, for the first time it will be possible
to set Lancashire's individual historic attributes, its buildings, sites and monuments, within a broad
framework of historic landscape character, and to measure the impact of future proposals upon the
whole of the historic environment.

Applications

The results of the historic character mapping phase have been included within the preparation of
the Lancashire Landscape Assessment and Strategy, and consequently will be fully integrated
within the forthcoming Joint Structure Plan policy on landscape. Other applications include:

Strategic and local land use planning

Woodland planting proposals

Input into Countryside Stewardship targets

Development control -

Guidelines for historic landscape capacity for change

Assessment of the impact of proposals on 'setting' of sites and monuments

Tailoring of archaeological briefs and specifications

Predictive modelling for archaeological sites in areas where none are recorded in the SMR

Hedgerow regulations

Monitoring landscape change

Targeting future archaeological work

Input into other strategies (Forest of Bowland Action Plan; South Pennine Heritage Strategy etc)

Conclusions

The mapping of the HLC types has only recently been completed, and there relnains an amount of
refinement to be carried out, but already the list of applications grows longer. Perhaps one of the
most challenging areas of development will be the interaction and relationship between the HLC
dataset and the SMR. Each HLC type and sub-type is to be informed by an SMR profile - that is a
summary of all the sites which fall within the separate HLC areas (Fig 6; showing part of SMR
profile for all enclosed land). Clearly the quantities, date, form and type of sites found within areas
of Post-Medieval Enclosure derived from lowland moss reclamation would be different from those
recorded within areas of Ancient Woodland. Consequently, the research techniques required to
discover and understand sites in those separate areas may also be different and may be tested when
triggered by development proposals or research interests. Furthermore, because fieldwork and
documentary research varies significantly across the county it should be possible to extrapolate
from well-studied areas of an HLC type to areas of the same type where the SMR is
unforthcoming. Thus, even where the SMR is silent an area may be anticipated to contain a certain
proportion of differing site types (and forms and periods) through association with more
comprehensively studied areas of the HLC type. Much remains to be tested in terms of site
prediction, but the HLC project has provided an area-based framework for such analysis to take
place.

The final characterisation report will be available later in 2001. It will include a summary of the
project methodology and descriptions of each historic character type. 'Values and Perceptions',
'Forces for Change', 'Importance', and means for 'Safeguarding the Zone'will be assessed for each
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Enclosed Land: SilR breakdown by period
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type. A short popular report, including mapping, will be prepared for dissemination to the general
public and for publication on the County's web site.z

Finally, the main aim of the Lancashire HLC project has not been to create a map of medieval (and

earlier) or 17th century Lancashire, although this may be achieved in part through the time-depth
analysis built into the project. Instead, a map of Lancashire has been created which shows where

tracts of medieval or ITth century landscape character survive today. As such it is a powerful and

highly relevant tool in which the landscape of the past is linked directly to the landscape of the

present, and can thus be taken into consideration when planning the landscape of the future.

Footnote

1. It is essential not to start the process of characterisation from the SMR because: a) it is

point-based information; b) it is incomplete; and c) it reflects the interests of specific research and

development rather than a county-wide assessment.

2. http: / /www.lancsenvironment.com

John Darlington, Lancashire County Council, Lancashire County Archaeology Service, Environ-
ment Directorate, Guild House, Cross Street. PRESTON. Lancs. PRl 8RD.

Phone Preston (01772) 26L55t, Fax Preston (01772) 263423,

Email: johnd@ env.lancscc.gov.uk
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