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Rhona Finlayson and Michael Andrews of the York Archaeological Trust photographed at work on the Scheduled Ancient Monument in the Wood.  A programme of investigation is underway with the help of a grant to the Friends of Gipton Wood from the Local Heritage Initiative.  Read more inside.

COVER STORY

GIPTON WOOD ‘TIME TEAM’ GETS TO WORK
Even some long-time residents living near Gipton Wood were surprised to learn, a couple of years ago, that there was an Ancient Monument obscured by the undergrowth.

Once realisation had filtered through that English Heritage had designated the site in 1998, interest began to grow that, perhaps, we should try to find out more about exactly what the ‘monument’ was.

Ditches and banks

One thing was certain.  The popular idea of a ‘monument’ as a built structure of some sort was not what lay beneath the bracken and brambles.  In fact Scheduled Ancient Monument number 31496 consists of ditches, banks and levelled off platforms of ground.  Much of this earthwork is difficult to see through the undergrowth in spring and summer but the most obvious is some 20 metres into the Wood from Oakwood Boundary Road opposite the end of Oakwood Drive.

Following an enthusiastic presentation by the Field Monument Warden for English Heritage, Yorkshire Region in November 2002 an application was made to the Local Heritage Initiative at the end of last year resulting in an award of nearly £7000 for the first part of what could be a series of projects to shed light on the ‘mystery in the Wood’.
Award granted

The Local Heritage Initiative is funded by the Heritage Lottery Fund and the Nationwide Building Society with administrative expertise from the Countryside Agency.  The award to the Friends of Gipton Wood broadly covers the undertaking of professional archaeological work, including the production of a report, and the dissemination of findings through displays, educational activities and material such as this newsletter.  It is largely thanks to this award that ‘Regen.’ has been able to resume publication after a year’s absence.

Peter Kelley, providing  leadership of the project for the Friends of Gipton Wood said, “We’re still very much in the area of finding out exactly what this ancient monument is.  We have outline details and there has been speculation in the past but we would really like to be more certain of things like dates of origin and the purpose for which the earthworks were built.”

Professional opinion

The recent work carried out by the York Archaeological Trust under contract to the Friends (and with the full agreement of Leeds City Council) took measurements, delved into old documents and put forward professional opinions about further investigations of the site.  The description and the more thorough research into archives concluded that “an agricultural function, possibly linked to settlement, is the most likely [origin] for the earthworks at Gipton Wood.”

The archaeologists report goes into some detail about the history of land owning in our part of Yorkshire over the last 1000 years or so including a mention of Gipton in the Domesday Book.  This background provides a far firmer basis for declaring an agricultural function to the earthworks than the military stories.  Glamorous though it may be, any link to the battle of Whinmoor in 655 is left discredited as, according to the latest report, “there is no documentary evidence on which to base it”.
Recommendations
Finally the archaeologists recommend further investigations during the winter months when the ground is clearer of growing vegetation.  Well established dumps of garden refuse are also recommended for clearing as these could be denying access to, or even destroying, important information.  The possibility is raised of digging some small exploratory trenches in areas where it would be most likely to confirm the previous existence of buildings.  Careful excavations may also result in evidence being found which would be useful in deducing dates and being more certain of how the site was used in the past.

In the meantime there is a lot of information already available which will be of interest to local residents and school teachers.  Anyone interested in knowing about the detail of the archaeologists report or helping to put together a display about their findings is most welcome to join the project.  Please contact Peter Kelley on 293 9293 or peter.kelley1@tesco.net     R
