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INTRODUCTION

The Archaeological Survey of Buck Wood near Idle in West Yorkshire, was commissioned by the Friends of Buck Wood and undertaken in February 2006. The project was funded through the Local Heritage Initiative from the Countryside Agency in partnership with the Friends of Buck Wood.

Buck Wood is included in English Nature’s Inventory of Ancient Woodlands in West Yorkshire (Provisional 1994) and is centred on grid reference SE174394. The wood was retained as the property of the Lord of the Manor of Idle from medieval times until it was sold to the Corporation of Bradford at the beginning of the 20th century, when the Esholt Sewage Works were built (Dr Eileen White, unpublished manuscript). 

Location

Today the wood encompasses a broad semi-circular zone overlooking a marked bend of the River Aire just to the north of the village of Thackley in West Yorkshire (Figure 1). Approaching from the west it is evident that it occupies a plateau of high ground overlooking the River Aire as well as taking in the steep north facing slope that runs down to the Leeds Liverpool canal, which forms much of the boundary of the wood for the purposes of this survey. The general altitude ranges between approximately 60m along the canal towpath, to 135m along the adjacent Ainsbury Avenue. The site comprises a mixture of habitats including broad-leaved woodland, mixed deciduous/coniferous plantation, a small marshland area within the woodland, discrete areas of semi-improved neutral horse-grazed pasture and a ‘tip’ area, which is atypical of the rest of the site (Wilmore 2005).
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AIMS AND OBJECTIVES

The aims of the archaeological survey are identified as follows:

· To locate, identify and record archaeological field monuments within Buck Wood

· To compile a site report which includes:

· A site catalogue

· A site description and location

· Digital pictures of each site and sample colour slides

· A site discussion

· A site location map

3
INFORMATION SOURCES

The following sources were consulted to obtain background and contextual information for the survey:

· West Yorkshire Archaeology Service – Advisory Service

· Early maps showing the woodland

· Historic Environment Record sheets

· Published archaeological survey to 1500 AD

· The Friends of Buck Wood

· Research on Buck Mill 

· Research on Thackley Open Air school 

Early maps

A sequence of maps dating from 1584 to the present day was examined. The earliest known map of the wood and its environs is a 19th century copy of a late 16th century map. The accuracy of the copy is uncertain as the original is missing but there is no reason to believe that it is anything other than a fair transcription. Other maps date from the early 19th century through to the present time and it is clear from these that the woodland boundary and the clearances within the wood have changed little through the 19th and 20th centuries. From the map regression exercise it is also possible to gain information on specific features within the woodland, most notably the development of Buck Mill, which has been plotted in a series of vignettes on Figure 2 and shown on photographs in Figure 3.

Historic Environment Records

Finds of flint of prehistoric date are recorded on the north bank of the River Aire and a cremation of Roman date is recorded near Idle (WYAU 1981), but only two entries for Buck Wood are included in the Historic Environment Record (HER) of the West Yorkshire Archaeology Service. These are:

· The former site of Buck Mill (HER Primary Record no. 2852)

· Thackley Railway Tunnel (HER Primary Record no. 7010).

Footings of the mill were recorded during a site visit in 1987 and the tunnel, situated beneath the southern tip of the wood, is recorded on the 1st edition Ordnance Survey map of 1851.

The West Yorkshire Archaeological Survey to AD 1500 

The most authoritative source of published archaeological information referring to woodlands in West Yorkshire is the four volume Archaeological Survey of West Yorkshire to AD 1500 (WYAU 1981). This work examines in some detail the importance of woodland to the medieval economy and provides contextual information for this survey. 

Woodlands were one of the most important parts of the landscape during the medieval period and it is not surprising that their use was regulated by laws and licences. The medieval woodland provided fuel, was an important grazing ground for pigs, was a source of building materials and supplied a range of craftsmen with their raw material. Documents refer to particular features within woodlands such as substantial boundaries formed by banks, ditches and a fence, hedge or palisade.

The wood of certain trees served one purpose better than another and the variety of trees within a woodland would have been carefully controlled. Entire woodlands would have perhaps only three or four tree species: Oak was used mainly for building purposes, Willow poles were used for basketry and Ash was used for the handles of tools. Other demands on the resources of the woodland came from Coopers, Carpenters, Charcoal Burners and Bark Strippers for the tanning industry.

Coppicing would have been undertaken to ensure the supply of wood for charcoal burning and for a host of other requirements. In coppice management, the timing and manner of felling were strictly controlled and grazing animals were only allowed in to the wood once the trees were mature enough to resist damage by livestock. The trees in a particular wood would be cut to the ground and from the ‘stool’ sprang a number of ‘poles’, the collective name for which is ‘underwood’. It is thought that a coppiced stool could supply wood for centuries. Trees which were not coppiced and allowed to grow as a single trunk were called ‘standards’. This use of ‘coppice and standard’ emerged as the norm in certain areas of the country by the later middle ages.

Research on Buck Mill 

Extensive research on the Township of Idle and Buck Mill has been undertaken by Dr Eileen White of the Friends of Buck Wood. The research is based on historic documents and, as such, provides contextual background for the present day remains on the site. Extracts from Dr White’s research are presented in Appendix I.

Research on Thackley Open Air School 

Dr Christine and Mr Norman Alvin of the Friends of Buck Wood have undertaken a detailed investigation of Thackley Open Air School, the site of which is situated on the southern edge of the wood. A leaflet on the origins and development to the school, compiled by ‘The Friends’, is presented in Appendix II (See also Figure 4).

4
METHODOLOGY

The survey methodology was designed by Blaise Vyner Consultancy to locate, identify and record field monuments within the boundary of the woodland in accordance with the Level 1 survey conditions outlined in the Specification for an Archaeological Survey at Buck Wood, Idle. A monument condition form based on that used by the MoD Defence Estates Environmental Support Team was modified to suit the local woodland conditions and used to describe the condition and vulnerability of each monument. A handheld Garmin Etrex GPS system proved to be a valuable locational tool, particularly as the woodland canopy was sufficiently open to allow readings to be taken at all times within a stated accuracy of 8m -10m. Where this accuracy was checked against features recorded on the Ordnance Survey map it was found to be within the parameters stated by the GPS.

5
RESULTS

The discussion of the sites is primarily organized along functional criteria (eg, quarry, track, structure) within a sub-category of chronology, where this can be established. The location of each site is shown on the site distribution map (Figure 5).

Enclosures

Three embanked enclosures (BW 12, BW 22 and BW 38) were recorded within the wood. 

Oval enclosure BW 22 measures c.90m east to west and 60m north to south and is defined by a low bank, 0.5m high and between 3m and 5m wide. The flat ground within the enclosure has noticeably lower density of trees than the surrounding woodland. Although the rectangular earthen bank of site BW 12 is situated within the enclosure any association between the two features must remain speculative at this stage. Enclosure BW 22 is clearly identifiable as such, although the chronological horizon to which it should be assigned cannot be confirmed without excavation. The low spread nature of the bank suggests that it is of considerable antiquity, while its general circularity suggests a date in the Bronze Age or even earlier, rather than any later. Comparison may be made with a circular enclosure at Calverside, in the Yorkshire Dales, for which an early Bronze Age or even Neolithic date has been suggested (White 2005, 21-22).

BW 12 comprises an interrupted bank of earth and stones forming a possible rectangular enclosure measuring 12m east to west and 9m north to south and 1m high. The bank is most pronounced on the south and west sides. There is no evidence for internal features. This enclosure is situated within a much larger, oval, embanked enclosure (BW 22) sited on a markedly flattened area of ground at the south-eastern area of the wood. The nature and date of this enclosure remains unclear.

Enclosure BW 38 forms an L-shaped feature extending from a track at the northern end of the wood. The bank measures 15m north-east to southwest, 40m north-west to south-east, 4m wide and 1m high. The angular form of the enclosure suggests a medieval or later date, and it may belong to the 18th or 19th century.

Structures

In addition to the known sites of Thackley Open Air School and Buck Mill, the stone walls of two previously unrecorded buildings were identified together with several platforms, indicative of possible structures, and a substantial rectilinear embankment which might have formed the outer wall of a large building. 

The tumbled stone walls of a small building (BW 9), measuring approximately 8m square, are situated at the northern end of track BW 8 adjacent to a teardrop-shaped field. The building, possibly a former barn or byre, is not marked on any maps – although the adjacent track and field are marked on maps dating from 1838 onwards. A structure of similar dimensions (BW 41) is situated inside a field at the northern end of the wood. The surviving walls of the building vary between one and two courses high with an entrance at the north-western end. The building appears to be shown on a map of 1905. 

Close to the north-east boundary of the wood a low rectangular platform (BW 4), measuring 6m east to west, 4m north to south and 0.4m high, with a low stone kerb at the northern end, may at one time have supported a building. A similar rectangular area (BW 11), albeit sunken rather than raised, was recorded close to the south-eastern boundary of the wood.

Thackley Open Air School (BW 21), at the southern edge of the wood, was opened in 1908 for the education of the ‘delicate’ children of Bradford, who were mostly from impoverished circumstances and were vulnerable to a host of diseases and ailments at the turn of the 20th century. The school was founded on progressive principals originating in central and western Europe which were founded on the belief that children could thrive in an outdoor, fresh-air environment. Abandoned at the onset of the Second World War in 1939 and burned down in 1966, the remains of the school were sealed with topsoil and further obscured by decades of woodland scrub and tree cover. Using plans of the school buildings the Friends of the Buck Wood have embarked on a scheme of scrub clearance and have revealed the concrete floor of one of the two rest sheds. This is in good condition and indicates that other remains of the school probably survive below the sealing layer of topsoil and the overburden of vegetation. The school was approached by a path running from Ainsbury Avenue to a flight of steps cut into the upcast created by the construction of Thackley railway tunnel leading to the school entrance.

The remains of Buck Mill occupy a strip of ground between the River Aire and The Leeds and Liverpool Canal in the southwestern corner of the wood. The mill was abandoned by 1905 and a dense cover of shrubs and brambles now grows on piles of tumbled masonry - each stone waiting to trap and twist a carelessly placed ankle. Stone arches, gateposts and stone-lined channels protruding through the vegetation, hint at the possibility that much of the ground plan of the mill complex still survives in situ. The project team is indebted to Dr Eileen White who has made her detailed research into the mill available for this report (Appendix I).

Immediately to the south-east of the school is an air raid shelter (BW 2), built into the railway tunnel upcast. The entrance to the shelter has been sealed by earth, although the concrete lintel of the entrance and some brickwork is visible. 

Walls and boundaries

Apart from the stone-walled boundary around the wood itself, several walls and banks were recorded within the woodland. The appearance of the walls varies between those which were of orthostatic construction, characterized by a row of large boulders, or orthostats, forming a linear boundary and those constructed using medium-sized coursed stones, similar to surviving field walls in the vicinity. Within the former category is wall BW 27, comprising a row of orthostats running from the bank of the oval enclosure (BW 22) to the wall of a teardrop-shaped field. The relationship between wall, field and enclosure merits further attention.

An interesting group of features is present in the north-west area of the wood where an orthostat wall (BW 33) and a hollow track (BW 34), run up the steep woodland slope, roughly parallel with each other, to a linear orthostatic embankment (BW 36) running along the contours of the slope just north of the waggonway embankment. It is not possible to establish the date of the group or indeed if the features are contemporary, but they are here grouped together on the basis of their proximity to each other and their alignments. A second wall (BW 35), some 100m to the south-west of this group, runs up the woodland slope but is not associated with further features, other than perhaps a large facetted boulder, possibly a rough-out millstone, lying on the canal path close to the wall foundation. Orthostatic wall construction is not closely dateable, it was simply a convenient method of creating an enclosure boundary where large boulders were readily available, and examples can be found for which a Bronze Age date may be suggested (Spratt and Harrison 1989, 129-30), while others appear to belong to the medieval period.

Three linear banks (BW 3, BW 5 and BW 7) were recorded within the wood, differing from the wall lines described above in that, on the surface at least, they are earth-covered rather than obviously constructed of faced stones or orthostats. All three are relatively low in height and appear to be unrelated to any obvious features within the wood such as a clearing or an enclosure.BW 7 was the most pronounced of the embankments and was plotted for a distance of c.60m. Its northern end seems to terminate at the edge of the pronounced slope leading down to the river. Low field boundary earthworks of this kind clearly pre-date the late 18th and early 19th century walled field systems and may be of considerable antiquity, perhaps extending back to the later prehistoric or Romano-British period.

Within the category of drystone walls is BW 16, which forms the boundary between Buck Wood and Field Wood at the northern limit of the survey area. This wall was partially overlain by a large quarry spoil tip, indicating that it predated one of the periods of quarrying within the woodland. Similarly, wall BW 29 runs across a field at the southern end of the wood and, on the 1st edition Ordnance Survey map of 1851 continues through the wood and ends at Buck Wood Cottage. Wall BW 42 at one time formed the boundary of a ‘tongue’ of woodland which extended into a field behind the open air school. This particular area of woodland is shown on the 1838 Idle Township map and survives up to the present day, but the boundary wall is only visible at ground level. Just to the south-west of this wall is the boundary (BW 40) which marked the back of the open air school, characterised by a low terrace or platform bounded by a row of upright metal poles which appear to be sawn up light railway tracks.

Tracks and rights of way

Buck Wood, in common with many of the woodlands in the region, contains a network of tracks, paths and bridleways. These range from the flawlessly laid cobbled setts of Buck Mill Lane, a right of way recorded on early maps, to numerous uncharted paths that owe their existence to the recreational use of the wood by local walkers and their dogs. One of the principal tracks through the wood (BW 15) would appear to be an ancient feature. It might at one time have been cobbled, but if so this surface has all but disappeared as a result of pedestrian and equestrian traffic. The track has become sunken as a result of this long-term use and whilst this is regarded as a positive attribute, the extreme bogginess of parts of the track should be viewed with concern. 

A track (BW 8) running south for c.30m from a teardrop-shaped field on the south-eastern edge of the wood is 3m wide and bordered by two stone walls, the eastern wall being upstanding and the western reduced to ground level. The track is depicted on the 1838 Idle Township map and on a later map of 1905 where its course continues behind Thackley Open Air School. The tumbled stone walls of a small building (BW 9) lie adjacent to the track at its northern end where it joins the field.

Buck Mill Lane (BW 30) on the south-eastern edge of the wood runs from Thackley down to the canal, and appears on the north bank of the canal adjacent to Buck Mill. The setts of this track thought to have been obtained from Buck Mill c. 1923 (Appendix !). The setts are immaculately laid and at present suffer only from being obscured by brambles at the track’s southeastern end and intermittently along its length. Vigilance is required to ensure that the boggy ground adjacent to the track does not undermine the cobbles. An offshoot (BW 39) of Buck Mill Lane forks in a south-east direction towards Thackley and here the cobbles are just two setts in width and are slightly sunken to form a drain running down the middle of the track.

Waggonway embankment

A linear embankment (BW 24) running along the length of the woodland on a north-east to south-west axis is thought to be associated with a waggonway, probably used for the transport of quarried stone (see Quarries section below). From close to Buck Wood Cottage the embankment runs in a north-east direction for c.500m to meet with track BW 15. At this point the track is significantly wider than normal, suggesting that a loading bay or platform was at one time present. The embankment appears to continue for some 200m beyond this point, albeit slightly less defined, towards, and possibly across, a clearing at the northern edge of the wood. 

Quarries

Eight quarries were identified during the survey (BW 17, BW 18 BW 19, BW 23, BW 25, BW 26, BW 28 and BW 37). These generally consisted of a shallow circular hollow, between 5m-10m diameter and 1m deep found either in isolation or in clusters. On the basis of evidence from nearby Calverley Wood, it would appear that these small quarries were exploiting outcrops of gritstone for the production of millstones. Only at the north-eastern end of the wood (BW 26) was there evidence of larger scale quarrying in the form of large boulders littering the steep north-facing slope. Two partially cut millstones of mid- or later 19th century appearance (BW 17, BW 17.1), were found mid-way up the slope and at its base respectively.

There are several examples of millstone rough-outs situated away from obvious areas of quarrying. Examples of these include the rounded stone protruding from embankment BW 7 and a facetted stone lying on the canal path adjacent to wall BW 35. 

Cairns

A group of four stone mounds or cairns (BW 13) was situated c.20m to the north of enclosure BW 22. None of the cairns is chronologically diagnostic, although one has recently either been created or re-used for pet burial. The cairns measured 4m in diameter and 0.8m high and may be associated with ground clearance activity within this part of the wood. The remaining mounds (BW 6, BW 10 and BW 14) were earth covered. BW 10 was noteworthy by its rectangular shape and its position close to a recently erected timber crucifix marking the burial of ‘Sammy and Max’. Cairn BW 14 was a small circular mound located at the junction of two paths and BW 6 was a low mound in dense tree cover more-or-less hidden by vegetation and leaf litter.

Toothache Tree

The Toothache Tree represents one of the more unusual sites within the woodland. So-called because of its status in folklore whereby a sufferer of toothache would transfer his or her pain to the tree by driving nails into the trunk. This is a small oak tree growing by the side of a woodland track. Five groups of paired iron nails have been driven into the trunk from near ground level up to c.3m. All but the lowest nails are hand-made, square section with oval heads, with two nails in the bottom group being round headed. The tree is unlikely to much over a century old, while the square-section nails suggest manufacture in the early part of the 20th century or before.
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DISCUSSION

Prior to the start of the survey, two archaeological sites within Buck Wood were recorded on the West Yorkshire Archaeology Service Historic Environment Record: the remains of Buck Mill and the 19th century Thackley railway tunnel. The gazetteer appended to this report records 41 sites of historic environment importance within the wood – a twenty fold increase on the original number. The more significant of these sites are discussed below.
Early enclosures

The earliest site recorded by the survey is thought to be the large oval embanked enclosure at the southern end of the wood. Defined by a 4m wide bank, with a maximum surviving height of almost 1m, there is no visible evidence for either an internal or external ditch or for an obvious entrance break in the embankment. Both these facets of the site, however, may be obscured by vegetation. The noticeably flat interior of the enclosure may hint at a prepared surface and suggest that soil and stones were scraped from the internal area to create the bank. A similar method of constructing a large embanked enclosure was thought to have been employed at the Neolithic henge monument at Mayburgh in Cumbria and, in the absence of evidence to the contrary, such an early origin for the Buck Wood enclosure cannot be discounted. The small scale of this enclosure, however, suggests settlement or agricultural activity at a somewhat later, Bronze Age, date.

With regards the rectangular embanked feature inside the oval enclosure, it is not possible at this stage to establish whether this was originally a building or an earthen enclosure, or indeed whether it is associated with the larger enclosure in which it lies. The same uncertainty applies to a stretch of orthostat walling which runs from the northeastern perimeter of the enclosure embankment.

A scheme of investigation focusing on the enclosure, the internal ‘structure’ and the peripheral walling is recommended in order to gain a greater understanding on the nature of each feature and to establish any interrelationships there may be.

Quarries, mills and waggonways

The identification of several quarry sites in the wood could be expected; the quarrying of stone from Buck Wood in the last century is well documented and in this respect Buck Wood and nearby Calverley Wood share a common function. 

From the 17th century onwards, before the advent of canals, waggonways were used, mainly in the mining and quarrying industries, for transporting coal and stone. The waggonway was an embryonic form of railway using wooden bodied vehicles, hauled by horses. Although the construction details of the very earliest designs are unrecorded the unbroken line of descent to the modern railway from the two earliest, proven, examples, built in the early 1600s at Wollaton and Broseley in Nottingham and Shropshire respectively, indicate they had flanged wheels running on wooden beams, or edge rails. 

In Buck Wood a waggonway embankment appears to run from the northern end of the wood to terminate close to Buck Wood Cottage. Whether this points to an association between the waggonway and the nearby Buck Mill is open to debate. The mill was certainly developing during the early and mid-18th century, as White has shown (Appendix I, Section IV, years 1721 and 1744), but the scale of growth is hardly of a magnitude to warrant the construction of a waggonway for the delivery of stone to the mill site. 

From 1774, when the Leeds and Liverpool Canal reached Thackley, the canal would surely have been the preferred method of transporting stone over the relatively long journey from its source to its destination in the growing towns and cities of Yorkshire. However, in the 19th century, when the mill was undergoing substantial redevelopment (White pers. comm.), a waggonway could have been used in preference to the canal to transport the stone the relatively short distance from Buck Wood quarry to Buck Mill. Further research and, possibly, limited excavation might establish the date of the embankment and ascertain the nature of the waggonway it supported.

The extensive remains of Buck Mill are situated between the Leeds and Liverpool Canal and the River Aire and the series of vignettes in Figure 2 plot the development of the mill buildings up to its closure in the early 20th century. The photographs taken at about that period perhaps serve to show the true magnitude of the complex at around the time of its abandonment and support the view that much of the surviving stonework on the site of the mill is likely to date to the 19th century. Evidence of earlier phases of construction may be present, although this probably applies more to the associated storerooms and dwellings than to the mill building proper. 

White has demonstrated by her research that the mill was a focal point in the development of the township and her continuing research may well produce information to consolidate this assertion. From a management point of view a programme of clearance and interpretation would undoubtedly improve the amenity value of this much neglected site. However, consideration needs to be given to the safety hazard associated with the site: many of the stones over the site are loose, slippery and obscured by vegetation and at least one cellar over 1.5m deep, was observed. Given that access to the site is unrestricted the erection of signage and fencing should be considered a priority over interpretation.

Education ‘al fresco’

Besides their both being used for quarrying a second point in common between Buck Wood and nearby Calverley Wood is that they were selected as the site of ‘institutions’; the former for an open air school and the latter a prisoner of war camp. Thackley Open Air School was opened in 1908 and, after 30 years educating the ‘delicate’ children of Bradford, was winding down by 1939. However, recollections of former pupils suggest that it was still in use in September of that year, a fact that would perhaps account for the presence of the air-raid shelter opposite the school frontage. Using blueprints of the plan of the school, the Friends of Buck Wood have been clearing back the vegetation and topsoil to reveal parts of the complex. The concrete floor surface of one of the two resting sheds is in good condition, suggesting that further work may be rewarded with similarly well preserved elements of the school buildings coming to light. It is perhaps worth mentioning however that experience of scrub removal on other sites has shown that a sustained programme of maintenance will be required to prevent regeneration of vegetation on the stripped areas and to protect the exposed surfaces.

Making tracks

The wood is served by an arterial network of paths and tracks, some more established than others. One of the principal hollow way tracks through the wood is also, in parts, the most eroded, making it difficult to walk on due to extreme boggy conditions. Similarly, the immaculately laid cobble setts of Buck Wood Lane are in danger of being dislodged by wetness and erosion. A trackway of some probable antiquity - it is shown on the 1813 Inclosure map - was originally bounded by two stone walls and ran from a teardrop-shaped field towards Thackley. At its northern end the ruins of a small square building are present, but unlike the adjacent track this is not depicted on any maps. Clearance of brambles from the interior and supervised removal of wall tumble stones may help better define the plan and function of this simple structure.

The tracks are an historical resource and present-day asset and their sensitive maintenance should be considered a priority.

7
CONCLUSIONS

From the map evidence it is clear that the shape size and shape of the wood has changed little over almost 200 years, and this outline could be considerably older. Field survey shows that the woods preserve in them earthworks of a number of different dates, many of them more ancient than the woods as they now survive. The Bronze Age, if not a slightly earlier era, is represented by an oval enclosure, while a series of land boundaries may date from the Iron Age or Roman period. Orthostatic walling may also be of this early date but could more probably be post-Roman or medieval in date. The maintenance and exploitation of the wood and the resources it contained is represented by tracks, boundaries and the putative waggonway. Buck Mill, originally established before the end of the 16th century, encouraged the establishment of other paths and routes. The use of the woods as the setting for an open air school in the 20th century adds a further level of interest to the long history of Buck Wood. Today the boundary of the woodland is defined by a drystone wall around much of its perimeter. This continues the medieval practice of constructing a visible barrier, possibly a bank and a ditch, around the wood – a barrier that reinforced the divisions between the world of the forest and the outside world.

Many of the sites and monuments recorded by this survey could easily escape the attention of anyone who enters the wood. Weathering, windblown trees and the action of roots and animals have, over the years, reduced many of these sites to little more than a shallow mound or a ragged line of stones. Add to this centuries of leaves accumulating over the earthworks and it is little wonder that sites become ‘invisible’ to the casual observer.

It may be argued that footpaths, quarries and pit groups are hardly considered to be archaeological sites at all in the sense that, for example, Roman forts or stone circles are thought to be. However, there is a gradual realisation that not only are these sites part and parcel of the archaeological record but that they constitute, in effect, the ‘memory banks’ of the woodland, recording activity from as early as the prehistoric period through to modern times. Their appreciation by future generations is largely dependent on sympathetic and sustainable management actions put in place by members the present-day community.
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