The Iron Makers of Myers Wood

A local archaeologist has stumbled across remains of a medieval iron-making site that is making archaeological news and being hailed a significant national, and international find.

The discovery was a stroke of luck, and made completely by chance by an archaeological enthusiast back in 1998, whilst out walking their dog in local woodland. They came across evidence of iron making in the depths of Myers Wood and, as a member of the Huddersfield Archaeological Society, knew they were onto something significant.

The local society joined forces with experts from the University of Bradford, and together, the team were keen to investigate the clues that had been unearthed. Similar sites had been discovered in the area, but until now had never been excavated, and the land had been lost to local industry and development – this was too good an opportunity to miss.

The cost of excavation work meant they would need to find £15,000, and the Local Heritage Initiative (LHI) stepped into help. The initiative, which is run by the Countryside Agency, provides grants to projects that are related to local heritage and involve the local community – with the aim of unearthing artefacts and evidence of the area’s industrial past, as well as involving volunteers and enthusiasts, the Myers Wood project was an ideal candidate.

A ten-day excavation of the area was initially planned, although subsequent digs were organised once the team realised the scale of what they had discovered. Community involvement was important from the start, and all three digs were open to members of the public, and those keen to watch history in the making.

Evidence of iron making was scattered throughout the wood, and excavations revealed the stages of metal production - charcoal making, ore roasting, smelting and smithing. The subsequent discovery of water power on the site has also provided experts with vital information about the evolution of iron production in England. Analysis of artefacts unearthed on the site helped to pinpoint the date of iron making activities, and shards of local pottery have confirmed it was up and running between the 12th-, 13th- and 14th- centuries.

A nearby monastic grange offered further clues to the identity of who the iron makers were, and the similarities between Myers Wood and other sites in the UK confirmed to experts that it was likely to be the local community of Cistercian monks. The community was completely self sufficient, and the iron-smelting site at Myers wood would have been vital for the monastic economy, providing tools for quarrying, construction and agricultural work.

The Cistercians or white monks, as they were known, played a major role in English medieval life, and many of the communities in Yorkshire today either live on or near land that was once owned by them.  The order spread throughout France, England and Ireland in the 11th century, and Yorkshire was a stronghold, from which the community rapidly grew. The eight Cistercian abbeys that were founded in Yorkshire in the early 12th century were the focus of much of Cistercian life in Britain, and their remains (particularly Rievaulx and Byland) are among the most important in Europe.

Investigation of Myers Wood has helped experts to understand more about Cistercian day-to-day life and has unearthed a slice of iron making history that is recognised as being, “the most complete iron producing site that has ever been excavated in the North of England.” In February 2004 the wood was declared a site of national importance, and the team have been nominated for numerous national awards. As investigations continue, there’s hope that more discoveries are still to be made.

Heritage projects are a fantastic opportunity to explore history on your own doorstep, and are a great way to learn new skills. Projects can receive as much as £25,000 in the form of a grant, and to be eligible for funding they must touch on the theme of local heritage, and involve schools or the local community. 

Capturing the unique flavour of local life is important, and to give you an idea of the scope of UK initiatives, projects roughly fall into five main categories; archaeological – ancient village sites and visible features; natural – hedgerows, orchards, ponds and wildlife habitats; built – bridges, milestones, traditional signs and architectural details; industrial – mills, chimneys and locally important industries and customs and traditions – stories, poems and songs relevant to your local area.

Current projects in the pipeline include the restoration of dry-stone walls, compiling a historic local pub guide, protecting the plight of bees and keeping craft traditions alive. The LHI website is a good starting point for inspiration and ideas, and has a full list of projects that are receiving funding.

