
CASTLETON’S SUMMER DIG 2014 – RESULTS ON THE SPITAL FIELD!     

Angela Darlington, Castleton Historical Society 

Four weeks of archaeology has just finished, mainly on the Spital Field opposite Losehill Hall. Every 

year any significant features in the excavated trenches are protected, back-filled with all the spoil 

that came out of them, and the turf re-laid. Last year, the significant features were possible burials, 

so this year the focus was on investigating these in more detail and extending the area around them.  

The two “possible” burials from 2013 were fully excavated and adult skeletons found in both. These 

were very well preserved and Anna, the osteology specialist on-site was able to say that they were 

probably both male, one of them mid to late twenties. These are likely to be Christian burials as they 

are oriented east-west with the heads at the west; one theory for this practise being that the 

individuals would then be facing Christ at his appearance from the east on the Day of Judgement 

(Daniell, 1997). The remainder of this trench was then excavated down to the same level, with the 

result that two baby burials were found, side by side. These were very fragile and have been 

painstakingly cut out in a block from the clay soil so that they can be examined back at Sheffield 

University. 

A new area adjacent to the re-opened 2013 trench was then taken down to the same level, and 

several more burials were found, again aligned east-west. Two of these were excavated, both adult, 

but in a much poorer state of preservation than the other two mentioned above. Whether this is 

due to the soil type around them or to a much earlier date of burial is not known at this stage. 

Examination of the four adult and two baby skeletons at Sheffield University may tell us what sex 

and age they all were, and whether any signs of disease can be seen from the bones. Samples of the 

skeletons will be sent for radiocarbon dating and soil samples have also been taken from around the 

burials for analysis. 

What can we conclude from this? There’s no doubt that we have a burial ground on the Spital Field. 

Given where it is, and the fact that there is documentary evidence for a medieval hospital in the 

vicinity, this is likely to be the burial ground associated with the hospital and its chapel. Our hospital 

was probably founded between the Norman Conquest and 1150; initially it could have been a leper 

hospital as leprosy was prevalent at that time – however this disease became much less common in 

England after the early 1300s and so the types of inmates may have altered significantly over a 

period of perhaps 300 or 400 years of activity. Medieval hospitals are known to have taken in and 

cared for the poor and sick, including poor women in childbirth (the reason for the two babies?) as 

well as providing overnight shelter for travellers (Orme & Webster, 1995). Wardens were appointed 

to Castleton’s Hospital of Blessed Mary in the Peak, and chaplains said prayers with the inmates for 

the souls of the founders (VCH, 1907). Burials associated with the hospital are all likely to be low-

status as the dead were most probably from very humble backgrounds. 

We still don’t know where the hospital buildings themselves were, but with this year’s exciting 

findings we may be a lot closer to locating them – they have to be somewhere close to the burial 

ground! Perhaps the very deep drain (Lee’s drain) and adjacent line of stone also discovered on the 

Spital Field this year could be linked to a medieval building? One of Colin’s excuses for not finding 

the buildings yet is that they are under the road – entirely possible. 



Linked to the Spital Field dig were two small trenches across a feature in Mark Priestley’s field 

adjacent to Losehill Hall caravan site. From the surface feature Colin originally had thoughts that this 

could be a causeway possibly pre-dating the turnpike road, but has probably now changed his 

mind… However there is a lot to reflect on from this year and it will be VERY interesting to hear the 

conclusions. 

Quite apart from the dig on Spital Field, test pits were also dug in other parts of the village mainly in 

the context of exploring a possible early settlement at the west end near Buxton Road, where it is 

possible that a small pre-Norman settlement (named as Pechesers in the Domesday Book of 1086) 

was located. However right at the end of the dig there was just time to turn attention to the 

Methodist Chapel that was built in the 1890s on the site of the New Hall, demolished only a few 

years before. Resistivity was repeated behind the chapel and two test pits were dug.  It is hoped to 

return here for more extensive archaeology next year as this should be a fascinating site. 

It’s been a splendid 4 weeks, and as always a big thank-you to the many volunteers, students and 

supervisors  and to those who have given their permissions to provide some interesting 

entertainment for their sheep, or to dig holes in their gardens.  

Colin Merrony from Sheffield University will be giving an update on the hunt for Castleton’s 

medieval hospital at Derbyshire Archaeology Day in January 2015 and later in the year in Castleton 

as part of the annual Castleton Historical Society programme, date yet to be decided – check the 

website for details! 
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