
Archaeology Update 2012 

As everyone will have noticed, June and July this year were remarkable in the amount of water that fell from the skies. As the 

medieval hospital dig began on 18t June, after two weeks of rain since the start of the month we were optimistic that it would 

stop and we’d have fine weather for the dig – last year we had two lovely weeks of sunshine – but no, this was not to be. Looking 

back at the photos it’s obvious that there were periods of blue sky, but these were interspersed with often ferocious downpours. 

This had a number of consequences. One was that the ground became so wet that it was impossible to work. There is a lot of 

clay on site, which was a particular issue because the trenches were open for weeks.  Despite efforts to protect these from heavy 

rain with large sheets of plastic, work began on several days by bailing out water with buckets and sponges. This generally took 

a couple of hours, but more depressing was the fact that the previous days trowelling was ruined. But archaeologists rise above 

all this (!) – a frequent comment from one of the more robust students was “it’s only water” – and to make up for lost time, the 

dig was extended to four weeks instead of the usual two. 

Two large trenches were dug, one close to the road and one on the southeast side of scheduled monument. Both trenches 

extended those dug last year. The purpose of the first one was to investigate the bank and “ditch” that run parallel to the road. 

In the Scheduling report (http://list.english-eritage.org.uk/resultsingle.aspx?uid=1018869) this is described as follows: 

“Running between, and parallel to, Castleton Road and the northern side of the hospital is a sunken track which survives to a 

width of approximately 5m. This would originally have provided access to the hospital building and may have been the 

predecessor to the modern Castleton Road.” Obviously there is a bit of speculation there – first of all you have to believe that 

this is indeed the site of the hospital. From the excavation, the bank appears to be earth deposited from the ditch, with no stone 

there at all. Pottery fragments were found underneath the bank, so we should get some dating evidence.  It’s possible that the 

bank and ditch were created at the time that the turnpike road was built in 1756. Another theory suggested is that the “ditch” 

was created for drainage of the site (which given the impact of this year’s weather may have some merit). 

In the lower trench, extensions to the walls excavated last year were uncovered, as well as a flagged path running at an angle to 

the walls. Probably the most interesting small finds this year were a lot of rusty nails and lead, and some human finger bones 

found close to a “cut” in the natural clay that might indicate foundations that have been completely robbed out of stone. This 

area would be worth investigating further. In addition, burnt areas were found, one of which was then sectioned and found to 

have lead spill around its perimeter, as well as a piece of worked lead emerging from the section. This might represent melting 

down of lead from hospital-related buildings nearby. In 1547, during the reign of Edward VI nearly 2,400 chantries and chapels 

were suppressed in England. We have a 1548 document that describes how, in the Augmentations, Thomas Babyngton of 

Dethick was granted “the mansion of the late hospital called le Spytle of Castleton.., in tenure of Thomas Savage, (and) a little 

chapel annexed to that house…. Except bells and lead of …..”Spittle” of Castleton…”. Very tantalising, and while we still don’t 

know exactly where the hospital was, possibly we’re getting close. We now think that there could be a link between the last days 

of the hospital and the early days of New Hall…..potential for further research and a possible new project! 

Grateful thanks to Mrs Sidebottom and family for continued access to Spital Field, and to the YHA for access to Losehill Hall 

grounds and for allowing parking at the main entrance during the dig and of course to the Heritage Lottery Fund without whom 

this work would not have been possible. 
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