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INTRODUCTION AND LOCATION 
 
 
1.1 Introduction  
 
1.1.1 This project design states the background to the Bamburgh Castle site 

and the archaeological investigations undertaken to the present. The 
document seeks to outline the aims and objectives for the summer 
excavation 2018.  
 

1.1.2 The Bamburgh Research Project (BRP) is a social enterprise, not for 
profit archaeological research project, based on Bamburgh, 
Northumberland. The primary aim of the project, is to undertake 
inclusive archaeological research with a strong community element. 
The project design was written with reference to the English Heritage 
Archaeology Division Research Agenda (EH 1997), but also takes into 
consideration the need to complete the unfinished excavation 
programme started in 1959 by Brian Hope-Taylor. The principal aims 
are: 
 

 To advance our understanding of the archaeology and history of 
Bamburgh, Northumberland and its place in the regional, 
national and international framework 

 

 To integrate Bamburgh into a regional and national research 
framework, by integrating the research undertaken by the BRP 
with that of other projects, groups and organisations 

 

 To preserve and incorporate earlier paper and finds archives, 
some of which are partial and/or damaged, with those of the 
BRP’s  

 

 To engage with the public in order to inform and educate a 
broad audience about the archaeology of Bamburgh and 
archaeology as a discipline 

 

 To aid in the national drive to build a professional infrastructure 
and increase and enhance archaeological skills. 

 

 To pass these skills on to the next generation of archaeologists  
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1.2 Location of the project area 
 
1.2.1 Bamburgh Castle stands on a dolerite outcrop, immediately adjacent to 

the North Sea [NU 183352] and 200m north east of the village of 
Bamburgh, [NU180349], which is centred around a triangular village 
green. The village lies in the parish of Bamburgh, Northumberland and 
within the area administered by Northumberland County Council 
(Figures 1 and 2). 
 

 
Figure 1: Location plan 

Contains OS data © Crown copyright and database 2015   
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Figure 2: Bamburgh Village and LiDAR 

Contains OS data © Crown copyright and database right 2015 and open source data from the 
Environment Agency 

 
1.2.2 The 56km stretch of coast from Amble to Berwick-upon-Tweed has 

been officially recognised as both a ‘Heritage Coast’ and ‘Area of 
Outstanding Natural Beauty’ to be conserved on behalf of the nation. 
The management plan for Northumberland Coast AONB, in which 
Bamburgh and its immediate landscape lie, published in 2004 seeks to 
promote the importance of the Heritage of the AONB, recognising its 
increasing importance in the local economy and seeking to increase 
community involvement (AONB Management Plan 2014 – 2019).   
 

1.2.3 Bamburgh Village contains many buildings of historic and architectural 
interest, numerous of which have listed status. The majority of these 
listed buildings lie within a designated conservation area, which 
includes much of the area of the present village (Figure 3). 
 

1.2.4 The project has been centred on the site of the castle rock, as this has 
formed the focus for settlement activity within the immediate area for at 
least 2000 years and probably much longer. The BRP does not, 
however, intend to study the site in isolation from its environment. The 
wider study area therefore includes the landscape in which the castle 
rock is located. Special emphasis is placed on the coastal aspect of the 
study area, in particular, the variation in coastal geomorphology. 
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1.2.5 The Bamburgh Research Project has undertaken survey and 
excavation work at Bamburgh since 1996. Concentrating initially on 
non-invasive research techniques and documentary investigation. This 
has included detailed survey within the castle and study of its environs. 
A map regression exercise has identified the presence of a possible 
beach harbour to the north of the castle and studied the village 
environs and general landscape. This study has been assisted by a 
Your Heritage funded project, ‘Kings Lepers and Townsfolk. Looking 
for the past inhabitants of Bamburgh’ (Wood and Young, 2006c). This 
work represents the ongoing process of research aimed at compiling a 
detailed model of the historical landscape in which the fortress site Is 
located. 

1.2.6 The principal focus of the BRP excavations has been within the fortress 
site and has included investigation within the Inner Ward and West 
Ward. The limited Inner Ward excavations were conducted between 
2003 and 2008 and were recently published (Kirton and Young 2017). 
Excavations in the West Ward were initiated by Brian Hope-Taylor in 
1960 and continued intermittently until 1974. This phase of excavation 
was never completed and remained predominantly unpublished at the 
time of Hope-Taylor’s death in 2001. One of the aims of the work 
undertaken by BRP, within the West Ward, has been to expand on and 
complete this work such that the two sites can be published together.  
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2.0 HISTORICAL AND ARCHAEOLOGICAL BACKGROUND 
 
2.1 The prehistoric period (8,000 BC to 1st century AD) 
 
2.1.1 The earliest human activity in the Bamburgh area dates from the 

Mesolithic period (8,000 BC to 4,000 BC) that followed the end of the 
last ice age. The population during this early period is usually 
perceived as small numbers of hunter-gatherers occupying temporary 
camps, often to be found by the sea and along river or stream courses. 
At Howick, however, 17km south of Bamburgh, excavation has 
uncovered a circular, sunken floored house of Mesolithic date, showing 
that permanent settlements also exist (Waddington 2003, 1-12).  

 
 

2.1.2 Finds of flints of Mesolithic date have been identified at two find spots 
near Budle, one of which comprised over 300 flints, and also on Brada 
Hill. Mesolithic activity can be demonstrated within the village envelope 
by a find of such flints immediately south of the castle site (Figure 3) 
(HER 5095). Recent excavation by the BRP at the site of Hoppenwood 
Bank, adjacent to the Bradford Kaims, has also recovered spreads of 
Mesolithic flints sealed by later prehistoric activity (Dixon et al. 2014). 
 

2.1.3 The Neolithic period (4,000 BC to 2,000 BC) marked the introduction of 
farming together with the production of pottery and more permanent 
settlements. Finds of Neolithic date within the area are not common 
and are represented by an axe head found near to Budle during the 
cutting of a trench and a further fragment of a shale axe identified 
immediately south of Glororum (HER 5088). It is far from certain that a 
settlement would have existed in the area of Bamburgh Village at this 
early time, but the rich farmland of the coastal plain of Northumberland 
would have been extensively exploited from that time. Evidence for 
early farming activity may well underlie the area of the present village. 
One finds label present within the Bamburgh Hope-Taylor archive 
references a layer containing Neolithic pottery. Sadly no such pottery 
has been identified within the archive, though material is known to have 
been lost, leaving the identification of Neolithic activity with Bamburgh 
Castle still a matter of speculation.  
 

2.1.4 Finds of Bronze Age date (2,000 BC to 800 BC) within the area 
comprise the discovery of part of a stone mould for a rapier discovered 
just north of Hoppen Hall (HER 5295. At Bamburgh, the presence of 
putative round barrows has been speculated since the 19th century 
(Figure 2). Two of the three mounds (Mounds 2 and 3) were labelled at 
tumuli on the first edition Ordnance Survey and one (Mound 2) is a 
scheduled ancient monument. Mounds 1 and 3, were investigated by 
the Bamburgh Research Project, as part of a Your Heritage funded 
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project, and were found to be natural in origin (Wood and Young 
2006a). Mound 2 had been investigated during the 19th century, when 
a cist containing a human burial was discovered indicating that the 
Bronze Age inhabitants of Bamburgh had, like their 19th century 
descendants, interpreted the mounds as pre-existing barrows. Such 
burials often occur in groups, which makes it likely that a Bronze Age 
cemetery of unknown size could lie in the fields to the south east of the 
village. Such burial activity within the vicinity of the village would 
indicate the presence of high status individuals in the Bamburgh area 
at that time. Some degree of settlement activity of Bronze Age date is 
therefore likely, and the focus of such activity may lie on the defensible 
rock plateau now occupied by the castle. 

 
2.1.5 Understanding of the Bronze Age landscape of the area has also been 

enhanced by the survey and excavation undertaken by BRP at the site 
of Hoppenwood Bank adjacent to the Bradford Kaims. Here a series of 
Bronze Age burnt mounds have been identified on the margins of a 
wetland site (Young et al. 2014 and Patterson and Tipping 2014).  

 
2.1.6 Brian Hope-Taylor, in his notebooks and in his report to Durham 

University reported the discovery of pottery of Iron Age date (800 BC to 
1st century AD) within trial trenches excavated within the west ward of 
the castle during the 1960s (Hope-Taylor 1960, 11). The re-
examination of Hope-Taylor’s Trial Trench 1 by the Bamburgh 
Research Project in 2006 identified archaeological layers of pre-Roman 
date that could well date to the Iron Age, demonstrating that the castle 
site represented the focus of settlement activity at Bamburgh from at 
least that time if not earlier. No further finds of Iron Age date are known 
from the village area.  

 
2.1.7 In the absence of recovered finds or of 14C assay the dating of 

cropmark sites or those identified by simple field survey is an uncertain 
art. Nevertheless, the reported presence of a hut circle on Brady Crag 
and of a number of cropmark enclosures identified in the Bamburgh 
area, including one located in a field to the immediate south-west of the 
village would indicate that the Bamburgh environs were a settled 
landscape during the later prehistoric period and therefore that features 
and sites of such a date could be present beneath the village.  
 

2.1.8 The discovery of a small number of potentially worked flints within test 
pits, dug by the Bamburgh Research Project, at the western end of the 
village provides further evidence for prehistoric activity within the 
village envelope (Wood and Young 2003, 7). 
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2.2 The Roman period  (1st century AD to 5th century AD) 
 
2.2.1 Pottery of Romano-British date, now missing, was recovered during the 

excavations by Dr Hope-Taylor, indicating occupation of the site in the 
Romano-British period. Further evidence for occupation of this period 
was identified by the Bamburgh Research Project during excavation 
within the castle chapel, undertaken as part of the Your Heritage 
project, in 2004. A layer of midden type soil recovered at the base of 
the excavation trench was dated by pottery and 14C assay to the 
Roman period (Wood and Young 2006b). Further evidence related to 
the chapel was revealed in 2008 during an excavation undertaken 
when flower beds were replaced by gravel. Radiocarbon dates on a 
midden layer at the base of the stratigraphy confirmed occupation 
during this period and a limited faunal assemblage indicated a diet 
containing substantial  elements of cattle and there was even evidence 
of Red Deer being hunted (Kirton and Young 2017). Although 
Bamburgh cannot be clearly identified in the documentary record from 
this time it seems likely that native rulers or client chiefs occupied the 
site as a tribal capital for all or part of this period.  

 
 
2.3 The early medieval period (5th century AD to 11th century AD) 
 
2.3.1 Bamburgh with other such sites as Edinburgh, Traprain Law and 

Dumbarton is believed, from documentary evidence, to have formed a 
focus to a British kingdom in the immediate post-Roman period (Kirton 
and Young 2017). Anglo-Saxon settlement is thought to have begun at 
Bamburgh in the mid 6th century and by the 7th century Bamburgh had 
become the pre-eminent centre of the Anglo-Saxon dynasty that came 
to dominate Northumbria (H.E., 562).  
 

2.3.2 The burial ground at the Bowl Hole 300m to the south of the fortress 
site, first identified in 1816-17 and re-investigated by the Bamburgh 
Research Project, has been dated to the 7th to 9th centuries AD from 
artefactual and 14C evidence (Groves, Wood and Young 2009). The 
failure, at the present time, to identify burials from the pre-Christian 
Anglo-Saxon (late 6th to mid 7th centuries AD) or from the British 
periods (5th to mid 6th centuries AD) may indicate the presence of one 
or more earlier cemeteries elsewhere in the area. Extensive excavation 
of the cemetery site between 2001 and 2007 and post-excavation 
analysis has revealed a densely occupied and extensive cemetery site 
with some 79 high status individual graves being excavated. Isotope 
analysis has revealed a remarkably cosmopolitan population with local 
individuals being surprisingly rare and substantial representation from 
the wider British Isles and a number of Scandinavian and 
Mediterranean signatures attesting to wider European connections for 
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the site (Groves et al. 2013). (Figure 2).  
 

2.3.3 It is clear from documentary sources that an early medieval site of 
international importance lies beneath the castle, almost certainly 
extending into the area of the modern village. While references to 
Bamburgh in pre-conquest documents use the Latin term urbs 
(fortress) to denote the residence of the kings, Bede notes the 
existence of a separate but closely linked settlement nearby. St. Aidan 
is stated as having died within a church in a royal vill (villa regis) near 
to the urbs of Bamburgh. Royal vills were the centres of extensive 
estates, to which the local populace owed service and taxes (Campbell 
1979, 44). The present parish church at Bamburgh (Figure 2) is unique 
as the only known medieval dedication to St. Aidan. This, together with 
its position, strongly suggests that the church in which St. Aidan died 
was the predecessor of the present parish church, and that a royal vill 
or estate centre lies under the present village (Cambridge 1995, 136-
8). 
 

2.3.4 Aidan and his successors used the various royal vills as centres for 
missionary work (Bede, H.E., 262), and in many, groups of non-
monastic priests are believed to have been established (Cambridge 
1984, 79-80). Early medieval church sites are often of substantial scale 
such that it is entirely possible, even likely, that the early church 
occupied a wider perimeter than the present church yard. It is possible 
therefore that the early medieval church site could have been extensive 
over the northern part of the area occupied by the present village.  
 

2.3.5 In addition to a potentially large ecclesiastical presence, the royal vill 
settlement is likely to have covered an extensive area. The excavated 
site at Yeavering covered an area in excess of 350m by 250m, while 
cropmarks at Milfield (which may have been in use longer) covered an 
area 1100m by 450m, including apparent clusters of rectangular 
sunken floored buildings (Hope-Taylor 1977, fig. 12, Tinniswood and 
Harding 1991, 96; Scull and Harding 1990, 3). By their size, the 
Yeavering and Milfield sites would cover the majority of Bamburgh 
village.  
 

2.3.6 The potential scale of the Anglo-Saxon presence at Bamburgh as a 
whole is testified to by Bede’s use of the terms urbs and civitas to 
describe the royal centres at Bamburgh. The combination of the two 
terms is used only rarely to describe sites of the importance of London 
and Canterbury (Welsh 1992, 24-5).  
 

2.3.7 One of the principle advantages of Bamburgh lies with its coastal 
location that provided excellent communications. Beach sites were 
used as trading emporia at that time and it is likely that Bamburgh 
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would have been included in the trading pattern of the north east coast. 
Investigation of an area of low-lying ground immediately to the north of 
the fortress site has indicated the presence of an area suitable for a 
small harbour (Figure 2). The presence of such a harbour is supported 
by documentary reference to the seizure of ships at Bamburgh in the 
early 12th century. The presence of a harbour may well have formed a 
focus to its immediate area attracting structures, trackways or roads.  

 
2.3.8 During the early medieval period, the fortress remained a principal 

palace site of the King of Northumbria and later the chief residence of a 
dynasty of semi-independent Ældermen (later Earls), ruling north-east 
England and much of south-east Scotland, until the final suppression of 
the Earldom in AD 1095. Extensive evidence for this period of 
occupation has emerged from excavations within the West Ward, 
including evidence of structures, industrial activity and occupation. The 
large faunal and well preserved palaeoenvironmental assemblages, 
once fully analysed, will provide an important record for a region with 
generally poor faunal and palaeoenvironmental preservation. In 
addition to the economic evidence the identification of defensive 
structures in timber and timber building and at stone building robbed by 
the 12th century have been revealed (Young and Castling 2011 and 
Kirton and Young 2012).  

 
 
2.4 The medieval period (11th century AD to 16th century AD) 
 
2.4.1 The history of the castle in the medieval period is quite well 

documented as it remained in the administration of the English crown 
for almost all of this period. The works undertaken at the castle were 
therefore reported by the Sheriff of Northumberland on an annual basis 
(Colvin 1973). The survival of numerous such documents provide 
evidence for the existence of a number of structures, although in some 
instances their location, within the castle, cannot, at present, be traced. 
 

2.4.2 During the course of the Wars of the Roses the forces of Edward of 
York twice besieged the castle, in 1462 and 1464, when it was held by 
the house of Lancaster. On the second occasion, the castle, 
bombarded by gunfire, surrendered only after very great damage was 
inflicted. No substantial repairs were carried out until the post-medieval 
period. 

  
2.4.3 Two surveys were undertaken of the ruined castle in the 6th century 

and C. J. Bates compiled a history of Bamburgh Castle c. 1890. During 
the course of these studies he created a detailed plan of the remains of 
the medieval structures, which he could trace. This plan forms an 
invaluable record of the state of the castle before the substantial 
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rebuilding programme undertaken by Lord Armstrong in the late 19th 
century (Bates 1893). 
 

2.4.4 The village of Bamburgh is laid out as a series of building plots around 
a large triangular village green. The church of St Aidan located at the 
west side of the village contains structural work of the 12th, 13th and 
14th centuries. Masonry believed to be a part of The Master of 
Bamburgh's Tower, first noted in AD 1415, is preserved within the east 
wall of the churchyard (HER 5258). A Dominican friary, founded in AD 
1265, (HER 5253) lies 500m west of St Aidan's church. The site of the 
Hospital of St Mary Magdalene, (HER 5254) known to have existed at 
Bamburgh, is not now known exactly, though it is known to have 
shared a boundary with the Dominican Friary. Considerable 
documentary evidence survives for the medieval borough.  
 

2.4.5 As previously stated a small port is thought to have been present 
immediately to the north of the castle. However by the mid 13th century 
documentary evidence notes the foundation of a harbour for the 
borough at Warenmouth, modern Newtown (Bateson 1893, 193-5).  
 

2.4.6 A number of the fields surrounding the village to both north and south 
show remains of ridge and furrow cultivation. Such a cultivation 
technique was employed from the late Anglo-Saxon period into the 
post medieval. The outbreak of fairly continuous warfare between 
England and Scotland at the end of the 13th century resulted in the 
decline of Bamburgh as an urban centre during the latter part of the 
medieval period. In both the early 14th and early 15th centuries, pleas 
were made to the king for tax relief, and in the latter case, the townsfolk 
stated that borough had been depopulated as a result of Scottish raids. 
The decline was accelerated by the great siege of the castle in AD 
1464, and by the time of a survey in AD 1575, the town was stated as 
being in advanced decay, with few houses and the abandonment of the 
burgage-plot arrangement in large areas (ibid, 123-5, 132-3, 152-4).  

 
 

2.5 The post-medieval period (16th century AD to present) 
 
2.5.1 At about the time of the Union of the Crowns King James the sixth and 

first gave the castle, together with much of its lands, to Claudius 
Forster in return for services rendered as Warden of the Marches. The 
castle and its lands were put up for sale in 1704, as the Forster family 
had become bankrupt. The estate was purchased by Nathaniel Crewe, 
Bishop of Durham who, at his death, founded the Bamburgh Trust, 
which was administered by Archdeacon Sharp who restored part of the 
castle from 1757 in order to establish a girl’s school and a centre for 
shipwrecked mariners. The structural alterations can be traced on the 
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first edition of the Ordnance Survey. At the close of the 19th century the 
estate was purchased by the First Lord Armstrong in 1888 who, 
between 1890 and 1900, substantially rebuilt the domestic areas within 
the castle (ibid). 
 

2.5.2 The post-medieval history of the village is dominated by its ownership 
by a series of great estates beginning with the purchase of the Castle 
and village by Nathaniel Crewe, Bishop of Durham, in the early 18th 
century. Lord Crewe’s death prompted the foundation of the Bamburgh 
Trust, which functioned as an experiment in social welfare, providing 
opportunities for education for the local community and administering 
payments to the poor. A windmill constructed within the west ward of 
the castle, in existence by the early 19th century was used to grind 
grain for the poor of the district. By the later 19th century the roll of the 
trust had been to a large extent taken over by national legislation.  
 

2.5.3 A dovecote, a structure that would have been owned by a rich or high 
status individual, is present within the village; the style of the structure 
may indicate a 16th or 17th century date (Figure 3, HER 5275).  

 
2.5.4 Bamburgh Hall dates to the 17th or 18th century and is a Grade II listed 

building. A number of farm buildings located to the north of the hall are 
of interest as they represent the early 19th century farming tradition, a 
time of great reform and prosperity in farming in Britain.  
 

2.5.5 Numerous of the village structures are Grade II listed, including many 
of the buildings on Front Street and the Grace Darling memorial (Figure 
3). The First Lord Armstrong constructed a substantial group of 
buildings, the Armstrong Cottages, as part of a community for his 
employees engaged in the reconstruction of the castle. Armstrong 
House, dates to 1925 and was built as a rest home for workers from 
the Armstrong’s Tyneside factories. 

 
2.5.6 A series of pillboxes located to the north of the outlet of the Mill Burn 

were constructed during the second world war and represent 
Bamburgh’s latest role in the defences of the North East. 
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3.0   Research Potential 
 
3.0.1 The site at Bamburgh Castle is of outstanding importance at both local 

and national level, particularly because of its status in the early 
medieval period but also because of the concentration of occupation, 
which has spanned more than 2000 years, within a site of well-defined 
physical bounds.  

 
Excavation within the west ward has demonstrated that the site is 
extraordinarily rich in artefactual and stratigraphic remains. The site 
has all the complexity of a deep stratified urban site, having been a 
major settlement for most of its history, but one, which has not suffered 
extensive redevelopment in the modern period that is usually 
associated with urban excavations. This situation has greatly enhanced 
the recovery of an extensive data set that is allowing a detailed 
archaeological interpretation.  
 

3.0.2 The occupation of the castle rock site at Bamburgh spans a number of 
key periods in history, which have been highlighted by English Heritage 
in their Research Agenda (Petts and Gerrard 2006). These include at 
present: 
 

 PC5 Empire to Kingdom (c200-700 AD) 
 

 PC6 The late Anglo-Saxon to medieval period (c700-1300) 
 

 H3 Population change in 4th – 7th century England  
 

 H4 The impact of Christianity 
 

 H5 The origins and development of the medieval town and rural 
markets 

 
3.0.3 In addition to undertaking archaeology of the highest standard the 

project is dedicated to supporting the development of the knowledge 
base and skills of both student and amateur archaeologists and to 
encourage a wider understanding of the subject. An important element 
of this goal is to encourage an active and questioning approach to the 
subject at all levels of activity and an understanding of archaeology as 
a fun process of discovery. 
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4.0 Investigation of the castle and its environs 
 
4.0.1 The reference in Bede to both an urbs and a civitas at Bamburgh
 indicates an extensive site including the fortress and an urban
 settlement beyond, probably in the area of the present village. The very 
 high status fortress site being a particular focus of consumption and
 also potentially of production provides a research opportunity to link the 
 centre with its periphery. The importance of the site, in the early
 medieval period particularly, offers wider scope for investigation via
 analysis of trade and taxation, that at that time would have moved on
 the hoof and therefore potentially be represented in the faunal record.  
 
4.0.2 Bamburgh is an ideal subject for research into the development of an 

important central place, originating in the prehistoric period that 
undergoes a transition from client status to the Roman administration, 
to the administrative centre of a probable sub-kingdom in the post-
Roman period. It is likely to have reached its position of greatest 
importance in the Middle Anglo-Saxon period when Northumbria was, 
for a time, the most powerful kingdom in Britain. The development of 
markets and trade, which would be expected to be associated with 
such a centre, is very poorly understood in the region, but it is likely to 
have commenced in the prehistoric period. The potential for the 
recovery of further artefacts, attesting to the material culture and 
trading associations of the site in this period is of great interest. 

 
4.0.3 Open area and trial trench excavation, including the re-excavation and 

examination of Hope-Taylor’s original trial trenches has been used to 
develop a model of the stratigraphy, recover artefacts and investigate 
the presence of more ephemeral remains left by timber structures. The 
deposit model has been used to inform the project design for the 
completion of the Brian Hope-Taylor excavation.  
 

4.0.4 In the west ward, by examining Hope-Taylor’s records in conjunction 
with the BRP investigations, the extent of excavation undertaken by 
Hope-Taylor is now more fully understood. Open area excavation 
parallel to, and ultimately encompassing, the main Hope-Taylor trench 
is intended to aid the interpretation of the partial record of the earlier 
excavation and allow for its publication. This process will effectively 
complete the work begun by Hope-Taylor and allow for the detailed 
interpretation of the deposit sequence within the west ward of the 
castle. This work continues to generate a body of artefactual, and 
palaeoenvironmental evidence allowing a much greater understanding 
of the material culture of the site within a regional, national and 
European framework. 
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Figure 4: The modern castle and contours depicting the West Ward 

excavation trenches 
Contains OS data © Crown copyright and database 2015   
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Figure 5: Trench 3 showing some 8th and 9th century features  
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5.0  2018 EXCAVATION SEASON 
 
5.1 Background to the excavation  
 
5.1.1 The current area of investigation (Trench 3) was sited in order to

 identify the excavation trenches dug by Dr Brian Hope-Taylor during 
 the 1970s. In 2001 the BRP only had to rely on a aerial photograph that 
appeared to show spoil heaps close to the west wall of the ward,
 north of the Armstrong Museum, to site the trench. Initially, a long 
narrow trial trench was excavated on a north to south alignment in 
order to transect across the line of a series of east to west trenches 
that Hope-Taylor was believed to have dug, based on the layout of his 
spoil heaps. The investigation identified one side of one of the Hope-
Taylor excavation trenches. This discovery has been expanded upon in 
subsequent seasons. The Hope-Taylor trenches have been revealed 
as extensive and deep, with two substantial open area excavations to 
the south and a third smaller trench located to the north on the slope of 
high ground on which the windmill stands (Figures 4 and 5).  

 
5.1.2 A substantial proportion of the material archive from this excavation
 was re-discovered within storerooms at the castle during the 2001
 season of work with further elements recovered from Newcastle
 University. This material had previously been in the care of Cambridge
 University and returned to the North East by Professor Geoff Bailey.
 The written and drawn archive together with numerous photographs
 was rescued from Dr Hope-Taylor’s apartment in Cambridge, at the
 time of his death in January 2001, by the Royal Commission on Ancient 
 and Historical Monuments of Scotland. A copy of this archive was
 made for the Bamburgh Research Project in 2006. A parallel
 excavation, measuring 7m east to west by 16.5m north to south has
 been commenced on the east side of the Hope-Taylor trenches in order 
 to aid the interpretation of Brian Hope-Taylor’s work such that this
 important site can ultimately be written up to full publication (Figure 5). 
 
5.1.3 There are no indications from documentary or cartographical sources 

to indicate substantial ground disturbance in the area of the east and 
west wards, which are now under turf and are likely to have been so 
from the medieval period to the present day. The Hope-Taylor 
excavation trenches and the work of the BRP has reinforced the 
indication from the ground penetrating radar survey that extensive and 
relatively undisturbed deposits of considerable depth lie within the west 
ward of the castle. 
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Table showing a basic deposit model based on re-evaluation of Hope-Taylor 

Trial Trench 1 (BRP Trench 8) 
 

 
 
5.2  Archaeological Aims  
 
5.2.1 The 2018 season of archaeological work to be undertaken at

 Bamburgh Castle will continue to reduce the parallel trench to the 
same level as that reached by Hope-Taylor at the end of 1974. This will 
allow the continued slow and methodical integration of the two sites 
through comparison of the stratigraphy revealed by the sections and 
plan view of the trenches.  

 
5.2.2 Having investigated and characterised the metal-producing layers at 

the south end of the trench, together with their associated building, 
recent work has been undertaken in this area to identify the nature and 

 
Post medieval –  c. 0 to 0.9 m  
Wind deposited sand layers 
 

 
Medieval – c. 0.9 m to 1.6 m 
Silt midden deposits with features concentrated in the earlier 
layers 
 

 
Early medieval – c. 1.6 m to 2.2 m 
Silt layers with large structural features and possible industrial 
activity 
 

 
Roman period – c. 2.2 m to 2.5 m  
Silt layers dated from finds, coins and pottery, no features 
identified 
 

 
Prehistoric period – c. 2.5 m to 2.9 m 
Silt layers and a cobble surface cut by post-holes, limited flint. 
 

 
Natural subsoil – c. 2.9 m to 3.0 m  
Boulder clay overlying dolerite bedrock 
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levels of the next phase of activity to be encountered. Investigation has 
also been undertaken (in 2016-17) to clean and re-record the south-
facing side of the southern part of Hope-Taylor Area A. Subsequent to 
this, a narrow sondage trench was laid out and excavated from the 
point that the Hope-Taylor and BRP trenches meet. This sondage 
extended, on the section orientation, across the BRP trench to the limit 
of excavation to the east (Figure 5). It revealed at a depth of some 
0.01m the presence of a well laid and extensive cobble surface from 
which a decorated copper alloy mount with a zoomorphic depiction of a 
bird was revealed at the end of the 2016 season. Provisionally dated to 
the 8th century AD, the mount represents the first indication of the date 
of the underlying phase of activity that includes the structural remains 
represented by the cobble surface.  

 
Further dating evidence has been provided during post-excavation on 
Trench 8, which represents the re-evaluation of the Hope-Taylor 1960 
Trench 1, sited at the extreme east of the BRP Trench 3 and extending 
into the ward. Here, what is almost certainly the structural cobble 
surface seen in the recent sondage, was revealed in section and has 
been dated by radiocarbon assay on an animal bone fragment, to 564-
645 cal AD (at 2σ). The combination of the two dates suggest that the 
surface and its associated activity can be provisionally assumed to be 
7th to 8th century. This is consistent with the known long occupation of 
Bamburgh at the time of the Northumbrian kingdom and with the date 
range of the overlying metalwork activity that has been assigned to the 
9th century AD from finds evidence that includes numerous styca coins. 
Systematic reduction of the south part of the trench to reveal the full 
extent of the compacted pebble surface will be the main priority of the 
excavation this season. In addition, further work will be undertaken to 
integrate the main Hope-Taylor trench with the phasing of the BRP 
excavation through continued re-evaluation of sections and individual 
structural features, such as Hope-Taylor’s ‘Lower Pavement’.  

 
5.2.3 The excavation will be conducted within the present bounds of the 

trench and no extension of the trench is proposed. 
 
 
 
5.3 Post- excavation analysis and archive 
 
5.3.1 One of the principal objectives for the season will be to coordinate the 

safe transfer of the bulk of the metalwork archive to Karen Barker for 
initial work on x-ray and assessment. This was kindly funded by the  
Society of Antiquaries of London. 

 
5.3.2  There will, as far as time and resources permit, be the continuation of 



Bamburgh Castle Project Design 2018 

Bamburgh Research Project  21 

the effort to enhance our digital recording and data digitisation.  
 
5.3.3 The BRP will aim to evaluate the state of the records and degree of 

integration of the Hope-Taylor bulk finds.  
 
5.3.4 Undertake a rapid assessment of the Hope-Taylor animal bone and 

palaeoenvironmental samples that were recovered from the 
storerooms in 2001. Any soil samples with sufficiently complete labels, 
and that are deemed likely to be viable, will be floated and processed.  

 
 
5.4 Education 
 
5.4.1 The BRP undertakes to support its staff and to provide an excellent  

learning environment, with the intention: 
 

 to enable staff members to develop their excavation skills 

 to provide an inclusive training environment for archaeologists 
and prospective archaeology students 

 to introduce members of the pubic to the process of 
archaeological research 

 
5.4.2 In addition, this season we will be introducing a new interactive space 

within a bell tent located just beyond the main fence for Trench 3. We 
will use this as a way of undertaking some of the post-excavation 
elements in an area accessible to the public. At some selected times 
we will  undertake some of the below in the Inner or East wards and for 
one day a week outside the castle for members of the public not paying 
to enter. Activities we will deliver are: 

 

 finds washing, sorting and drawing 

 basic animal bone analysis 

 basic pottery analysis 
 
5.4.3 Weekly evening lectures are proposed, either in the pavilion at 

Bamburgh. These activities have been kindly funded by the Mick Aston 
Archaeology Fund, supported by the Council for British Archaeology 
and Historic England. 

 
5.4.4 We will also be supporting the Enabled Archaeology Foundation in their 

new pilot scheme to trial ways of supporting and including dis/Abled 
archaeologists during field work. For more information please visit:    
https://enabledarchaeologyfoundation.org/  

 
 
 

https://enabledarchaeologyfoundation.org/
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5.5 Media and Outreach 
 
5.5.1 We are privileged to be able to investigate a site of outstanding 

historical interest and aim to continue to engage with the public through  
the various media available to us: 

 

 interacting with the visitors to the castle 

 giving guided tours to the public and visiting school and local 
history society groups  

 regularly tweet and blog our results 

 produce irregular video blogs during the season 
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