
People have been populating and using the coast and intertidal zone as a resource since prehistoric

times. As a consequence, there are many different kinds of archaeological features to explore in the

intertidal and coastal zone. 

Unlike terrestrial sites, the archaeology in the intertidal zone is not made up of layers; features from

prehistory and the modern day can be found on the same horizon, adjacent to each other but

separated by thousands of years in date. In addition, the anaerobic conditions created in the intertidal

zone mean that finds and features which usually don’t survive, frequently do survive, such as Bronze

Age sewn-plank boats and wooden trackways. 

This booklet of information and activity ideas has been created by Megan Clement from the Heritage

Lottery Funded Coastal and Intertidal Zone Archaeological Network (www.citizan.org.uk) to support

the 2017 Young Archaeologists’ Club Leaders’ Weekend. It provides inspiration to help you explore

the rich archaeology of the coastal and intertidal zone with groups of young people. 

Intertidal zone

The intertidal zone is the part of the foreshore which gets covered by the sea at high tide and is

uncovered at low tide. The area which makes up the intertidal zone can vary dramatically in size. 

The height of the tide varies too. The Severn Estuary for instance has the largest tidal range in the

UK (and the second largest in the world) at 14m. The tidal range is the name given to the difference

in the height of the water between low tide and high tide. The Mersey has the second largest tidal

range in the UK with a difference of 6.45m, and then Morecambe Bay with a tidal range of 6.3m.

There are many different archaeological features found in the intertidal zone. Some of these features

were deliberately built in the intertidal zone to exploit the unique conditions, such as fishtraps which

trapped fish that were caught between high tide and low tide. Other features now found in the

intertidal zone, like pillboxes for instance, were not originally built there; pillboxes were often

constructed on clifftops but due to rising sea levels and cliff erosions, can sometimes be found in 

the intertidal zone nowadays. 

Further information:

The BBC Nature website: www.bbc.co.uk/nature/habitats/Intertidal_zone

The government’s Severn Tidal Power Feasibility Study: Conclusions and Summary Report 

(www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/50064/1._Feasibility_Study_

Conclusions_and_Summary_Report_-_15_Oct.pdf) describes tidal ranges in the UK (see pp13-14). 

Introduction:
Intertidal zone and tides

3

https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/50064/1._Feasibility_Study_Conclusions_and_Summary_Report_-_15_Oct.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/50064/1._Feasibility_Study_Conclusions_and_Summary_Report_-_15_Oct.pdf
http://www.bbc.co.uk/nature/habitats/Intertidal_zone
http://www.citizan.org.uk/


Tides

Tides come in and go out twice a day and the timings of these vary. Tides also vary in time around

the country. The easiest way to find out when the tides are going to be high or low is to use a tide

timetable; you can purchase these as booklets from the local area, or use the internet to find them.

Tide times are only measured at certain areas around the coast, so you will need to find the tide

times for the nearest location to where you will be. For instance, if you are in Lytham in Lancashire,

the closest tide timetable would be for Blackpool. The first formally recorded time tables in Britain

were made for Liverpool Bay.

It is important to always check tide times before going out onto the foreshore. There are other

hazards that must also be taken into account too. In some areas the incoming tide can be faster than

a human running. The speed of the incoming tides can vary along the coast, but the Severn Estuary

and Morecambe Bay are considered two of the most dangerous areas. You must also check where

your access to the beach is, in order to not get cut off. 

Tides can also vary in height; this can result in what are known as spring tides. These occur twice

every lunar month, during full and new moons. This is when the tides are higher and lower than

usual. Spring tides are useful for intertidal archaeologists as they provide an opportunity to find

archaeology not usually uncovered at low tides. Conversely, there are neap tides, which are known

as moderate tides, where high tides are a little lower and low tides are a little higher; the difference

between high and low tides is not as great during neap tides. You will often see tides marked on

maps as mean high water (or MHW) and mean low water (or MLW). Most tide timetables are in

Greenwich Mean Time (GMT) and will need to be adjusted where appropriate to take British

Summertime (BST) into account.

Further information:

The Tides4fishing website (www.tides4fishing.com/uk) has a tide timetable for the UK, which is

automatically corrected for BST

The BBC website provides tide timetables (www.bbc.co.uk/weather/coast_and_sea/tide_tables).

However, this website doesn’t take into account British Summertime, so adjust if necessary. 

The US National Ocean Service website (http://oceanservice.noaa.gov/facts/springtide.html)

explains a bit more about spring and neap tides.

Remember if you do ever get into trouble on the foreshore 

and need assistance, dial 999 and ask for the Coastguard. 
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Submerged forests

Submerged forests have existed for thousands of years and are dotted all along the UK coastline.

They are mostly found in the intertidal zone. They were noticed by Gerald of Wales in the 12th

century, whilst recruiting for the Crusades. Gerald attributed these forests to the wrath of God and the

Great Flood and were known as “Noah’s Woods”. Samuel Pepys also describes a submerged forest,

in his diary entry for the 22nd September 1665, in which he discussed a conversation he had with a

shipbuilder, who was building a new dock on the Thames. The first systemic research into submerged

forests was done by geologist Clement Reid in 1913. Since then more and more research has been

done on these sites.

The forests are usually made up of tree stumps and fallen trunks, which are preserved in the

anaerobic conditions of the intertidal zone, which enables good preservation of the wood. They can

consist of many different species of tree, including: oak, alder, hazel, willow, and birch. To identify

what type of trees are present in a submerged forest, samples of the wood must be taken. The

samples are viewed under a microscope to examine the cell structure, which enables researchers to

determine what type of species the samples are from. Oak is the only species that can be determined

by eye. There can be other indications as to what types of tree may have been in a submerged

forest; for instance, the remains of acorns or hazels nuts, or distinctive bark such as that from the

birch tree. Dates of submerged forests are usually determined by radiocarbon dating. Oak trees can

also be dated using dendrochronology (tree ring dating).

Prehistoric features in the intertidal zone
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The remains of a tree stumps (left) and tree trunks (right) provide evidence 

for submerged forests, like these examples from Hightown in Merseyside



Further information:

Dyfed Archaeology’s Lost Landscapes website has a section on submerged forests in Wales

(www.dyfedarchaeology.org.uk/lostlandscapes/submergedforests.html)

The Thames Discovery Programme’s Frog Blog describes a submerged forest at Erith in Bexley on

the River Thames (www.thamesdiscovery.org/frog-blog/a-very-muddy-trip-to-erith) 

A submerged forest site at Sheabie, Berneray in the Western Isles is described in a blog post

(https://scharpblog.wordpress.com/2016/07/08/submerged-forests-and-fishing-heritage-in-the-

western-isles/) from the Scotland’s Coastal Heritage at Risk Project blog.  

Peat

Peat is partially decomposed organic matter, such as leaves and twigs. Peat is found in wet and

boggy conditions. Due to these anaerobic or waterlogged conditions, other organic material can be

preserved within the peat, such as tree stumps and trunks, wooden artefacts, as well as pollen and

remains of insects. 

In coastal areas, peat can be indicative of old land surfaces. Peat preserves the remains of ancient

landscapes which were present before sea level rise. Peat in the intertidal zone can date from the

medieval back to the Mesolithic and older; the further out into the intertidal zone the peat is, usually

the older it is.

Peat can be very useful in informing archaeologists 

about past climates; pollen and micro-fauna analysis 

can give indications about temperature and weather

conditions because different plants and insects thrive 

in different climates. Artefacts, such as flint implements,

found within the peat can be examined to help date 

the deposits. Organic finds from within the peat can 

be scientifically dated using radiocarbon dating or

dendrochronology. 
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Peat shelves are fairly common 

on the coast, like this one at 

Cleethorpes in Lincolnshire
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Further information:

Historic England maintains an intertidal and coastal peat database which provides basic information

on location, date of recording and if any paeolo-environmental analysis or dating has been done

(https://historicengland.org.uk/research/current-research/heritage-science/intertidal-peat-database/)

The International Union for Conservation of Nature’s Peatlands and the Historic Environment (2010)

report has some nice photos of artefacts found in peat and waterlogged deposits (www.iucn-uk-

peatlandprogramme.org/sites/www.iucn-uk-peatlandprogramme.org/files/images/Review%20Peatlan

d%20Historic%20Environment,%20June%202011%20Final.pdf)

The “Day of Archaeology” website includes blog posts about excavating sites in peat lands

(www.dayofarchaeology.com/tag/peat/)

Trackways

Prehistoric timber trackways are some of the earliest known man-made constructions in the UK, with

the oldest examples being late Neolithic. Trackways are usually found in wetland and boggy areas to

provide a dry and solid access out into the coastal and intertidal zones. They may have been used 

to access food resources enabling people to fish or gather seaweed and shells, or to access boats.

Simple trackways are mostly made up of brushwood or weaved hurdle-like structures, though there

are more complex examples constructed of planks and logs.

Trackways can provide a lot of information; such as evidence for the exploitation of wetland (for food

or access), prehistoric wood-working techniques, and whether forests were managed. A Neolithic

trackway at Hightown, near Liverpool, showed evidence of beaver teeth marks on the wood, giving

indications of the wildlife in the area!

The Sweet Track is perhaps the most famous trackway. It is one of over 40 which have been found in

Somerset. It is constructed of posts and planks to create a raised walkway. Other trackways have

been found at Cleethorpes in Lincolnshire, Hightown in Merseyside, and Goldcliff in Wales.

Further information:

Pre-industrial Roads, Trackways and Canals (Historic England, 2011).

(https://content.historicengland.org.uk/images-books/publications/iha-preindustrial-roads-trackways-

canals/preindustrialroadstrackwayscanals.pdf/) 
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The Scheduled Ancient Monument list entry of the Sweet Track is on the Historic England website

(https://historicengland.org.uk/listing/the-list/list-entry/1014438)

The Severn Estuary Levels Research Committee website includes images of the excavation and

reconstructed drawings of the Sweet Track (www.selrc.org.uk/maplocation.php?location_id=47)

Footprints

The oldest known human footprints in the UK were found at Happisburgh, Norfolk, in 2013. They are

also the earliest set of human footprints found outside of Africa, and are about 800,000 years old!

Currently work is being done on them to reveal more about the people who left them. Footprints like

these are an incredibly rare archaeological find. They are found in places where intertidal peats are

located. Due to the nature of the environment they are found in, they are fragile and short lived, being

exposed and then destroyed with the tides.

Footprints of animals such as deer, wolf and crane are more commonly found than human footprints.

Archaeologists have also discovered footprints of auroch (a large extinct wild cow; on average they

stood about 1.8m (6 feet) tall at the shoulder)!  

Work on human footprints can help archaeologists

understand more about the people of the past. 

Archaeologists can calculate gender, height, an age

range, and occasionally other information. Sometimes

collections of footprints can be found  and show family

groups, including small children walking with adults.

Footprints have been found in numerous places along 

the coast, including Formby in Merseyside, Low Hauxley

in Northumberland, Blyth in Northumberland, and the

Gower Peninsula in Wales. 

Further information:

More information about the Happisburgh footprints is available on the British Museum website,

including a link to the scientific research paper which has many photographs and diagrams

(www.britishmuseum.org/research/research_projects/all_current_projects/featured_project_happisbur

gh/happisburgh_footprints.aspx) 
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Mesolithic footprints at Formby in 

Merseyside; the one on the right 

belongs to a 6ft tall male
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The Natural History Museum short film The oldest human footprints in Europe, is about recording the

Happisburgh footprints. It is available on YouTube (www.youtube.com/watch?v=tHFFMyBb1O8)  

The Formby Footprints website reports the extensive research carried out by Gordon Roberts

(http://formby-footprints.co.uk/)

The BBC website reports about footprints found at Borth in Wales in 2012 (www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-

wales-mid-wales-17353470) 

The CITiZAN website describes how to record footprints (www.citizan.org.uk/resources/footprints/)

Prehistoric boats

There is speculation regarding when the first watercrafts, or boats were used; however, there are

examples of prehistoric boats. These include dugout logs, rafts of logs or animal hides, and boats

similar to coracles and basket boats, although there is actually no archaeological evidence for

coracles and basket boats in the UK yet uncovered. It is thought these crafts were used for in-shore

travel rather than sea voyages. Neolithic dugout canoes are known from Greater London and Essex.

By the Bronze Age sewn-plank boats were being built; this is a type of boat where planks were not

overlapped but rather joined by sewing them together using hide or bark threaded through holes in

the planks. The Humber Estuary has the highest concentration of Bronze Age boats in the country;

the most famous and internationally important of these being the Ferriby Boats, found in 1937. There

have been some suggestions that the density of boats here may indicate a Bronze Age boat yard.

Similar examples were also found in Dover in 1992, as well as fragments elsewhere in England. The

Ferriby Boats were 16m long, which has been suggested as being too large for inland waters. There

is no evidence for sails or a steering oar associated with any of these vessels so it is thought they

were propelled using paddles; a Mesolithic paddle was found at Star Carr in Yorkshire.

Further information:

Ships and Boats: Prehistory to Present (Historic England, 2012)

(https://content.historicengland.org.uk/images-books/publications/dsg-ships-boats/ships-boats-sg.pdf/) 

Ships and Boats: Prehistory to 1840 (Historic England, 2016)

(https://content.historicengland.org.uk/images-books/publications/iha-ships-boats/heag132-ships-

and-boats-prehistory-1840-iha.pdf/)

Ships and boats 
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The Ferriby Heritage Trust’s Ferriby Boat website tells the story of the discovery and excavation of

these amazing vessels (www.ferribyboats.co.uk) 

The Current Archaeology website includes a report about the Dover Bronze Age boat

(www.archaeology.co.uk/specials/the-timeline-of-britain/the-dover-bronze-age-boat.htm)

Clinker-built and carvel-built vessels

Clinker and carvel are methods of building boats. Clinker-built boats have been constructed since at

least the early medieval period. Examples include the boat from the Sutton Hoo boat burial in Suffolk,

and the Anglo-Saxon Graveney Boat found near Faversham in Kent. Carvel construction was a later

form of construction, with examples in the Mediterranean being noted from the 15th century. 

The medieval Mary Rose was constructed using this technique.

In clinker-built vessels, the hull comprises of overlapping

planks constructed first, then an inner frame is inserted 

for stiffening. The frames have distinctive rebates known

as joggles to accommodate the overlap of the planking.

This technique is also known as lapstrake.

Carvel-built vessels are constructed the other way 

around. The frame of the vessel is built first, and then

planking is added edge to edge, so that the planks of 

the hull are flush to one another. This method enables 

larger vessels to be built.

Further information:

Thames Discovery Programme’s “Identifying timber vessels” guidance sheet includes a useful 

diagram of clinker- and carvel-built vessels. (www.scribd.com/document/32835428/Vessels-Fact-

Sheet#download&from_embed)

The CITiZAN website has a guidance sheet on wooden vessels

(www.citizan.org.uk/media/medialibrary/2015/10/CITiZAN_Timber_Vessel_Guidance.pdf) 

“New light on early ship- and boatbuilding in the London area” (D Goodburn, pp105-115) from 

Waterfront archaeology: CBA Research Report  74 (eds. Good, Jones and Ponsford, 1991, CBA).

(http://archaeologydataservice.ac.uk/archiveDS/archiveDownload?t=arch-281-1/dissemination/pdf/cba_rr_074.pdf)
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This vessel is either a yawl or a sloop, 

a seafaring vessel which is carvel built. 

It is at Victoria Docks, Hull on the 

River Humber in East Yorkshire
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The Humber Keel and Sloop Preservation Society website has information relating to clinker- and

carvel-built ships on the Humber (http://keelsandsloops.org.uk/humber-keel-origins)

Friends of the Newport Ship website (www.newportship.org)

Photographs of the Graveney Boat (www.faversham.org/gallery/galleryfolder.aspx?f=29)

Local variations

There are many local variations of small coastal trading

vessels. A few examples include Humber Keels, Mersey

Flats, and Thames Sailing Barges. All of these are carvel-

built boats, suitable for short coastal trading voyages,

mainly along the estuaries after which they are named 

but unsuitable for longer seafaring journeys; though

Humber Keels have been known to venture as far as

Whitby on the Yorkshire Coast. Few examples remain of

these types of boats, though there are several societies

now which have restored and run trips on these vessels. 

Museums house a few examples, like the National 

Waterways Museum in Ellesmere Port which has one 

of the last two Mersey Flats thought to be in existence.

Further information:

The Humber Keel and Sloop Preservation Society website includes old photographs, the history of 

boats on the Humber, and dates for sailing events (http://keelsandsloops.org.uk) 

The Thames Sailing Barges website has a useful glossary and FAQs (www.thamesbarge.org.uk)

Information about Mersey Flats and their demise is available on the Canal Junction website

(www.canaljunction.com/craft/mersey.htm) 

Historic England has a Scheduled Ancient Monument list entry for the Daresbury, a rare example of a

Mersey Flat (https://historicengland.org.uk/listing/the-list/list-entry/1417593)
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A model of a Thames Sailing Barge
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Hulk assemblages

Wrecks are vessels which have been abandoned due to adverse conditions, whereas hulk

assemblages are groups of ships which have been deliberately grounded and abandoned, and are

often stripped of fixtures and fittings of worth. Sometimes this was done to protect river banks and

sometimes it was to avoid a monetary value of disposing of these vessels. By 2015, 188 hulk

assemblages had been identified in England.

Hulk assemblages can range is date, usually from the 18th century through to the modern period, as

well as ranging in type of vessels, although they are mostly made up of regional industrial barges

(such as Humber Keels, Mersey Flats, and Thames Sailing Barges mentioned above). 

The largest hulk assemblage is Purton Barge Graveyard, in Gloucestershire on the River Severn.

Approximately 80 vessels were hulked here during the 20th century. Most of these “graveyards” are

found on the south and west coasts. There are very few assemblages on the east coast, due to the

dynamic nature of the coast here; however some examples survive in river estuaries along the east

coast, including at Amble where there is a group of suspected herring keels and coal barges,

seemingly abandoned. Another example is at Victoria Dock in Hull, where three vessels have been

abandoned. Both of these examples can be seen on Google Earth.
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This is the hulk assemblage at Maldon in Essex, most of 

the remains here are of Thames Sailing Barges



Further information:

Ships and Boats: Prehistory to Present (Historic England, 2012)

(https://content.historicengland.org.uk/images-books/publications/dsg-ships-boats/ships-boats-sg.pdf/)

Hulk Assemblages: Assessing the national context (Museum of London Archaeology, 2012-13)

(http://archaeologydataservice.ac.uk/archives/view/hulk_2012/downloads.cfm)

The Nautical Archaeological Society did a survey on the hulks at Purton on the River Severn 

(www.nauticalarchaeologysociety.org/content/purton-ship-graveyard-river-severn)

Submarines

The first experiential submarines were built in the 1620s; but they only began to be used effectively 

in the late 19th century, during the American Civil War. In 1878, Reverend Garrett created a hand-

powered submarine called the Resurgam, which he intended to demonstrate to the Navy but whilst

en route the vessel sank! She was rediscovered in 1995 and is now a protected wreck. The first

successful sinking of a surface vessel by a submarine was in 1864, by the Hunley, an American

Confederacy submarine. She sunk an enemy warship during the American Civil War; unfortunately

the Hunley sank herself shortly after this. The first British submarine used by the Navy was the

Holland in 1901.

During the First World War and into the interwar years,

seven British submarines were lost. Only three of these

were in British waters; the G3 at Filey Bay in Yorkshire, 

the G11 at Howick in Northumberland and the J6 at

Seahouses in Northumberland. There are significantly

more German U-boat wrecks in English territorial waters,

totalling 41 German wrecks in all.

Further information:

Ships and Boats: Prehistory to Present (Historic England, 2012)

(https://content.historicengland.org.uk/images-books/publications/dsg-ships-boats/ships-boats-sg.pdf/) 

Ships and Boats: 1840-1950 (Historic England, 2016) has a section on submarines

(https://content.historicengland.org.uk/images-books/publications/iha-ships-boats-1840-

1950/heag133-ships-and-boats-1840-1950-iha.pdf/) 
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The remains of UB122, a First 

World War German submarine 

in the River Medway in Kent
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The Nautical Archaeological Society has comprehensive web-based resources about two

submarines: A1 (www.nauticalarchaeologysociety.org/content/a1-submarine-0) which sank in the

Solent in 1911, and Holland No.5 (www.nauticalarchaeologysociety.org/content/holland-no5-submarine)

which sank off the coast of Sussex in 1912. 

In 2016, two submarines, one British and one German, were designated as Protected Wreck Sites;

more information is available in this report from the Daily Mail (www.dailymail.co.uk/news/article-

3701951/Wrecks-two-British-German-submarines-sank-100-years-ago-given-protected-status.html) 

Explore a 3D model of the German First World War U-Boat UB122 on the CITiZAN blog

(www.citizan.org.uk/blog/2016/Dec/06/scourge-seas-ww1-german-u-boat)

Lifeboats

Lifeboats are a key part of life on the coast, and even before the Royal National Lifeboat Institution

and other lifesaving organisations, local men have been venturing out into rough seas to help rescue

vessels in distress. The first record of a lifeboat service is in Northumberland by Bamburgh, where a

man called Lionel Lukin was commissioned to convert a local coble into a boat which would be able

to venture out in seas to assist vessels in distress. This was the lifeboat which was launched to 

help the SS Forfarshire, the vessel which Grace Darling is famous for helping. 

The first purpose-built lifeboat was for use on the River Tyne and was known as the Original. She

was built following a competition in 1789 to design a lifeboat; no one actually won the competition

outright, and the design of the Original incorporated two of the entries, by William Wouldhave and

Henry Greathead. The Original was wrecked in 1830.

The Zetland and the Tyne are the two oldest lifeboats still

in existence in the country. The Zetland, built in 1802,

patrolled the North Yorkshire coastline and is now in the

RNLI museum at Redcar. The Zetland, was built by Henry

Greathead and modelled on the design of the Original.

The Tyne, is in South Tyneside, close to the seafront as 

an attraction under a cast-iron canopy and was built as a

replacement for the Original when she was wrecked. 

The boat and canopy are Grade II listed structures; which

makes the Tyne one of only three boats listed, one of the 

others being the Cutty Sark. The Tyne served for 60 years 

and saved over 1,000 lives.
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The Tyne lifeboat at South Shields 

in Tyne and Wear

http://www.citizan.org.uk/blog/2016/Dec/06/scourge-seas-ww1-german-u-boat/
http://www.dailymail.co.uk/news/article-3701951/Wrecks-two-British-German-submarines-sank-100-years-ago-given-protected-status.html
http://www.dailymail.co.uk/news/article-3701951/Wrecks-two-British-German-submarines-sank-100-years-ago-given-protected-status.html
http://www.nauticalarchaeologysociety.org/content/holland-no5-submarine 
http://www.nauticalarchaeologysociety.org/content/a1-submarine-0


Further information:

The RNLI website’s history section includes information about lifeboats and lifejackets

(https://rnli.org/about-us/our-history/resources) 

Ships and Boats: Prehistory to Present (Historic England, 2012)

(https://content.historicengland.org.uk/images-books/publications/dsg-ships-boats/ships-boats-sg.pdf/)

“A brief look at the Archaeology of Lifesaving in the North” (Megan Clement, CITiZAN blog, 2016)

(www.citizan.org.uk/blog/2016/Dec/15/brief-look-archaeology-lifesaving-north)

Other uses for boats

A few examples of Viking boat burials have been discovered in Scotland including several in Orkney

at Westness, Rousay, and the Scar boat burial on Sanday; though few have been found elsewhere 

in the UK. The most famous example of a boat burial is at Sutton Hoo; in this Anglo-Saxon burial

mound, remains of a traditional Scandinavian clinker-built vessel were found. It was 27m long and

thought to be rowed by 40 oarsmen. It may have been used for leisure rather than practicality. Very

little remains of the ship at Sutton Hoo, other than the sand imprint and the ship’s nails. 

In Northumberland, upturned keelboats were often used as roofs for buildings such as sheds or boat

huts; occasionally they were used in houses for fishing families too. Famous examples can be found

on Holy Island or Lindisfarne, but they were common elsewhere such as at Beadnell and Newbiggin-

on-Sea. One fisherman’s hut in Beadnell reused an old sail as waterproofing on the roof of the

building; used tarring commonly used for waterproofing nets on the timber walls; and had its door

painted ‘marine blue’, which is the colour used on Northumbrian Cobles (a local variant of boat).
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The remains of 

the fisherman’s hut 

at Beadnell in 

Northumberland 

which was made and

repaired using boat 

materials

http://www.citizan.org.uk/blog/2016/Dec/15/brief-look-archaeology-lifesaving-north/
https://content.historicengland.org.uk/images-books/publications/dsg-ships-boats/ships-boats-sg.pdf/
https://rnli.org/about-us/our-history/resources


In 2008 at the Hungate dig in York, a sunken-feature building was found with walls made of reused

timbers. The timbers were assessed as coming from a clinker-built vessel, with wooden rather than

iron fastenings; the timber itself originated in the southeast of England and dated to c. AD 955.

Further information:

Ships and Boats: Prehistory to Present (Historic England, 2012)

(https://content.historicengland.org.uk/images-books/publications/dsg-ships-boats/ships-boats-sg.pdf/)

The British Museum’s Teaching history with 100 objects website has information on the Scar Boat

Burial in Orkney (www.teachinghistory100.org/objects/about_the_object/a_viking_dragon_plaque)

Historic Environment Survey for the National Trust Properties on the Northumberland Coast

(Archaeo-Environment Ltd, 2009) includes information about the famous Lindisfarne Boat huts (see

pp 37-38) (www.aenvironment.co.uk/downloads/Lindisfarne%20Management%20Plan.pdf)

“The Reading Room, Beadnell” (Katrina Porteous, CITiZAN blog, 2016) discusses the Fishermen’s

huts in Beadnell (www.citizan.org.uk/blog/2016/Jun/20/reading-room-beadnell)

Ships and Boats: Prehistory to 1840 (Historic England, 2016)

(https://content.historicengland.org.uk/images-books/publications/iha-ships-boats/heag132-ships-

and-boats-prehistory-1840-iha.pdf/)includes information about the Sutton Hoo boat burial as well as

an archaeological drawing of the planks used in the Hungate building (pp 7-8).

Time Team Special 40: “The Real Vikings” (2010) (www.youtube.com/watch?v=89FuQofJmhw&t=637s)

has a small section on the boat found at Hungate (about 6.30mins in). 

The Open University and York Archaeological Trust produced a further film of the planks being

removed from the Hungate sunken building (www.youtube.com/watch?v=iYWAN_q4RpA)
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Lime kilns

Lime, or calcium oxide, is an alkali product which is produced by burning limestone or chalk. 

The production of lime has been undertaken since Roman times, and it is still used today in many

industries. Today it is used in products like toothpaste and in making sugar; it is also used to balance

acidic soils for farming, and in mortar, plaster and concrete. It was for these applications in agriculture

and building that lime was used in Roman times.

A lime kiln is the structure which is used to produce the lime. Lime kilns and their remains form the

archaeological evidence of the lime industry of the past. Many are built next to a hillside or by raised

land as the limestone is loaded into the kiln from the top. Usually a limestone quarry was nearby,

which allowed easy access to the natural resources and it was not too far to transport the raw

material to the kiln. 

There were two types of kilns; a flare kiln and a draw kiln. The former of these was a periodically run

kiln, which involved placing a single charge of limestone into the vault over a furnace which was 

then lit and continued to burn for several days until all the limestone had calcined (reduced or

oxidised due to the extreme heat). Once it had cooled, the kiln was unloaded and the process

repeated. The difference with a draw kiln, also known as a running kiln, was that the furnace could 

be fired permanently. The lime was loaded in in layers, with layers of fuel in between the limestone

layers, and as the fuel burned, the limestone was calcined. The lime dropped through the grate 

and was raked out at the bottom. The commercial businesses preferred to use the latter of these 

two processes.

Places, such as Northumberland, started to produce lime commercially in the 18th century and 

began shipping it by boats to other destinations. This was a risky business as lime can be explosive 

if it gets wet! The lime industry began to decline in Northumberland after the invention of the railways

because it was a safer way to transport lime, and production moved away from the coast. However

there is still evidence of this industry present with large lime kilns at Seahouses, Budle Bay, Beadnell

and Holy Island, many of which are listed structures. Usually waggonways and jetties are associated

with these features, which would have been used to transport the limestone from the quarry to the

kiln and then the lime onto further destinations by boats.

Industry and recreation 
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Further information:

Pre-Industrial Lime Kilns (Historic England, 2011) 

(https://content.historicengland.org.uk/images-books/publications/iha-preindustrial-lime-

kilns/preindustriallimekilns.pdf/)

The University College London website has a page which provides a good explanation and diagrams

of lime kilns (www.ucl.ac.uk/~ucfbrxs/limes/Kilns.htm)

David Kitching’s website has lots of information about lime kilns across the UK, including a database

of surviving lime kilns and lots of photos (www.brocross.com/industrial%20history/limekilns.htm) 

The National Trust have written a guide to the lime kilns on Lindisfarne or Holy Island

(www.nationaltrust.org.uk/lindisfarne-castle/documents/download-a-guide-to-the-castle-point-lime-

kilns.pdf)

The BBC TV programme Edwardian Farm looked at how quick lime was made and how a lime kiln

was used. You can watch more about the process in these three short clips:

Part 1: www.youtube.com/watch?v=IJpZsvYygF8

Part 2: www.youtube.com/watch?v=wXQS105fAwY

Part 3: www.youtube.com/watch?v=aIOYmX4tA9k
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Lime was a big industry in Northumberland and here are two examples of lime kilns, 

one at Budle Bay (left) and one at Beadnell Harbour (right), both are listed structures

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=aIOYmX4tA9k
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=wXQS105fAwY
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=IJpZsvYygF8
https://www.nationaltrust.org.uk/lindisfarne-castle/documents/download-a-guide-to-the-castle-point-lime-kilns.pdf
https://www.nationaltrust.org.uk/lindisfarne-castle/documents/download-a-guide-to-the-castle-point-lime-kilns.pdf
http://www.brocross.com/industrial%20history/limekilns.htm
http://www.ucl.ac.uk/~ucfbrxs/limes/Kilns.htm
https://content.historicengland.org.uk/images-books/publications/iha-preindustrial-lime-kilns/preindustriallimekilns.pdf/
https://content.historicengland.org.uk/images-books/publications/iha-preindustrial-lime-kilns/preindustriallimekilns.pdf/


Salt pans

Salt has always been an important commodity. Prior to canning and refrigeration, to preserve and

store food it had to be dried, smoked or salted. Salt was also used in the past for tanning, cloth dying 

and for glazing pottery. In the UK, salt was originally made from either using sea water or inland brine

springs. The archaeological evidence for salt making can be found dating as far back as the Bronze

Age, with the earliest evidence being found at South Woodham Ferrers in Essex. Place names can

give clues to a past salt industry, for instance Saltfleet in Lincolnshire but also places ending in –wich

can denote a connection with the salt industry, such as Droitwich.

One of the simplest ways to extract salt was via evaporation from sea water, which was the process

used in sunnier locations, such as the Mediterranean. However, in the UK, this was an unreliable

method to produce salt! Solar evaporation was sometimes used at the beginning of the process to

help increase the concentration of the brine. These sites became known as “sunworks” and involved

a series of shallow saltpans, set behind a sea bank, and fed at high tide via sluice gate. Once the sea

water had settled, it was tapped off into a second lower pan and then a third, allowing time in each for

evaporation to take place. After each stage, the concentration of brine became stronger. 

In the medieval period a different method of increasing the concentration of brine at the start of the

salt-making process was also used on the coast. It was called “sleeching” in Cumbria and

Lancashire, and “muldefang” in Lincolnshire. It involved washing salty sand from the beach in a

trench or “kinch” with sea water. When the solution was tapped, the sand was thrown away, leaving 

a brine solution with a high concentration of salt.

Once the brine solution was strong enough (following either of the processes described above) it was

moved to a tank to be heated. To test if a solution was strong enough, an egg could be used: if the

egg floated on top then the brine was strong enough for the next stage. 

The next process was to remove the salt from the solution, and this was done through boiling. This

was usually done in metal or ceramic pots and the crystals were scooped out as they formed.

Ceramic lined pits have been found on prehistoric sites and lead lined ones from the Roman sites.

There are two remaining coastal salt extractors, one at Anglesey and one in Maldon, and both still

use this process.

Further information:

Pre-Industrial Salterns (Historic England, 2011) (https://content.historicengland.org.uk/images-

books/publications/iha-preindustrial-salterns/preindustrialsalterns.pdf/)
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Salt has been manufactured since the Bronze Age in Essex. This leaflet written by Essex County

Council  encouraging farmers and landowners to protect salt-making sites in Maldon explains more:

www.essex.gov.uk/Activities/Heritage/Documents/planning_red_hills.pdf

A brief explanation of how coastal salt extraction occurred and further information on the well-known

site at Allonby in Cumbria, can be found in Historic England’s Scheduled Ancient Monument list entry

for Allonby saltpan: https://historicengland.org.uk/listing/the-list/list-entry/1007256

SCAPE (Scottish Coastal Archaeology and the Problem of Erosion) worked with Clyne Heritage

Society community archaeology group to record salt pans at Brora on the east coast of Sutherland 

in 2011 (www.shorewatch.co.uk/brora/)

Alum

The alum industry has been described as “the first chemical industry”. Alum is a chemical made up 

of aluminium sulphate with either ammonia or potassium sulphate. It was used for a number of things

such as fixing dyes to clothes, tanning leather, and in Roman times it was used for purifying water.

Prior to Henry VIIIs break with Rome, alum was mostly imported from Italy, with the Vatican

controlling most of the world supply; this supply was stopped after the Reformation. With wool being

the principal industry in Britain, another source of alum had to be found; most of the production of

alum took place in Yorkshire, both on coastal sites and further inland. There are examples in Dorset

and in Lancashire.

The alum process was a long one; firstly shale had to be extracted from quarries and burned to

separate the alum from the quarried shale. This burning could take months and sometimes up to a

year to complete. The burnt shales would then be leached in large tanks of water to create a liquid

called aluminium sulphate. This would take place in several stages, through a series of tanks which

would remove impurities and concentrate the liquid aluminium sulphate further. It was then

transported to an alum house where it was boiled over a coal fire. To create the alum crystals a

source of potassium (such as potash or burnt seaweed), or a source of ammonia (such as urine) was

mixed with the aluminium sulphate. It was then left to cool. 

The last alum works were closed in 1871. Many were located at the coast because it provided easy

access to quarrying shales from cliff edges, as well as easy transportation for resources such as 

coal, seaweed, potash and urine. Many remains such as alum houses and sluicing tanks can still 

be seen, as well as jetties and wooden staithes which would have been used by boats associated

with the industry.
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Further information:

In 2014, Archaeological Reserach Services Ltd carried out the Coastal Alum Works Project, 

which recorded several of the Coastal Sites in Yorkshire

(www.archaeologicalresearchservices.com/projects/coastal-alum-works-project)

North York Moors National Park blog post “Cliff edge archaeology” tells the story of more of these

sites (https://northyorkmoorsnationalpark.wordpress.com/2016/01/25/eroding-history/)

The National Trust webpage “How alum shaped the Yorkshire coast”

(www.nationaltrust.org.uk/yorkshire-coast/features/how-alum-shaped-the-yorkshire-coast)

Bridges

Bridges are as important a part of infrastructure 

nowadays as they were in the past. Some important

bridges around the UK include the Humber Bridge, the

Severn Bridge and the Forth Bridge. In some places,

ferries were used in place of bridges. 

Some place names give indication of ferry points; such as

North and South Ferriby on the Humber, their names

deriving from the Old Norse ferja. More recently some

places have opted to create tunnels rather than bridges

such as on the Mersey and Medway. Nowadays bridges 

(and tunnels) have reduced the need 

for ferries or long detours.

The Roman bridge, Pons Aelius, was the first major bridge to span the Tyne and is the only bridge

outside of Rome to be named for a Roman Emperor. When the Swing Bridge was built at Newcastle

in 1872, the remains of this Roman bridge were uncovered. Pons is the Latin word for bridge. Many

medieval bridges had buildings on them, including Old London Bridge, which had over 200 buildings

during the Tudor period, with some more than six storeys high. In the 14th century there were over

100 shops and a public latrine. The medieval bridge at Newcastle had a gaol. Many rivers have a

good chronology of bridges, especially where a city is concerned; Newcastle and London are good 

examples of this.

The Humber Bridge over the River 

Humber near Hull in East Yorkshire

https://www.nationaltrust.org.uk/yorkshire-coast/features/how-alum-shaped-the-yorkshire-coast
https://northyorkmoorsnationalpark.wordpress.com/2016/01/25/eroding-history/
http://www.archaeologicalresearchservices.com/projects/coastal-alum-works-project


Further information:

English Heritage website: www.english-heritage.org.uk/visit/places/historical-bridges

Historic England have a number of images of different bridges of different dates

(https://historicengland.org.uk/services-skills/education/images-by-theme/bridges)

Timeline and more information on the Roman bridge at Chesters Roman Fort on the River Tyne:

www.english-heritage.org.uk/visit/places/chesters-bridge-abutment-hadrians-wall/history/

Mylearning has information, documents, vidoes and photos on the constructions and use of the

Humber Bridge (www.mylearning.org/history-and-construction-of-the-humber-bridge/p-3687/)

The Humber Bridge website has information about the history of the bridge and links to other bridges

(www.humberbridge.co.uk/explore_the_bridge/bridge_history_and_detail/history.php) 

(www.humberbridge.co.uk/links/other_bridges.php) 

Jetties

Jetties are timber platforms which extend outwards into 

a river or the sea for loading and unloading boats. Modern

equivalents are usually made from concrete and steel.

They are formed by driving timber piles into the foreshore

and these are the archaeological remains which usually

survive. A walkway of flat timber planks is usually added

on the top and sometimes the inner centre is infilled with

small stones or rubble to help stabilise the structure. 

There are some examples of stone jetties which were

more durable than wooden ones but were costly 

and time consuming to build.

Jetties can range from small examples, for instance for a local industry such as lime or alum

production, to large examples such as the one at South Landing in Yorkshire which was used as a

port for trading. Rare Iron Age examples of jetties have been found in Poole Harbour in Dorset, but

can only be seen at astronomically low tides and suitable weather conditions, so are rarely seen.
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Stone jetty at Hest Bank, 

Morecambe in Lancashire
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Further information:

Thames Discovery Programme has a downloadable factsheet about jetties and wharves

(www.thamesdiscovery.org/discover/foreshore-factsheets-jetties)

‘Upland Pete’ writes a landscape archaeology blog; there is an interesting post about a recently

uncovered jetty called Hest Bank Jetty which is near Morecambe Bay in Lancashire. The blog

includes a link to the archaeological report (https://uplandpete.wordpress.com/2013/09/26/hest-bank-

jetty-morecambe-bay-lancashire-report-online/)

Seaside piers

Seaside piers were an important part of the historic

seaside holiday. When seaside holidays became

fashionable, piers began to spring up everywhere

including Skegness, Brighton, Weston-super-Mare 

and Morecambe. Piers differ from jetties as they have 

no practical purpose, other than for a pleasant stroll out

over the sea. 

The longest pier in the country is at Southend-on-Sea,

which is 2158m long. When it was originally built in 1829 

it was only 180m long, but it was extended several times, 

and became the longest pier in the country by 1848. 

The second longest pier is at Southport, which is 

1107m long. It was opened in 1860.

Further information:

The National Pier Society has documented the history of present and destroyed piers in Great Britain

(not Northern Ireland). Their website includes pictures and facts (www.piers.org.uk)

The Defence of East Sussex website has a blog about the piers in Sussex in the Second World War 

(wwww.pillbox.org.uk/blog/216741/)

Why not visit all 56 surviving piers in England AND Wales?! The Daily Mail reported on one such pier

tour that Danny Smith and Jon Bounds undertook in 2014 (www.dailymail.co.uk/travel/article-

2587917/Two-men-visit-56-piers-England-Wales-just-two-weeks.html)
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Southport pier

Southport, Merseyside

http://www.dailymail.co.uk/travel/article-2587917/Two-men-visit-56-piers-England-Wales-just-two-weeks.html
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Fishtraps

Fishtraps, sometimes known as fish weirs, are a method of coastal fishing. Fishtraps or fish weirs use

man-made barriers to guide fish into baskets; sometimes this works in conjunction with the tide.

There is evidence of Mesolithic fishtraps but this method of fishing was being used until relatively

recently, such as at Cleethorpes, where fishtraps were used into the 20th century. A majority of

fishtraps are located in the intertidal zone. Prehistoric and Roman fishtraps are rare and this is mainly

due to sea level rise. It means that very low tides are needed to see them because much of the time

they are covered by water even at low tide. Some of the medieval examples are associated with

monasteries or manors.

Fishtraps are usually made of wood but some stone and metal examples are known, such as the

stone example at Teifi Estuary in Dyfed. Fishtraps are usually “V” shaped structures, with the open

end of the “V” facing seaward. When the tide comes in, so do the fish. The barriers guide the fish into

a wattle basket or net located at the point of the “V”. The shape of the fishtrap is constructed of timber

stakes and then the barriers are usually wattle hurdles, weaved from willow or hazel.

Archaeologically, stone fishtraps are hard to recognise but are more durable than wooden examples.

Wood fishtraps are usually identifiable by the remains of upright stakes, in the “V” shaped formation.

It is less common to find the wattle baskets and hurdles but some examples have been found, for

example on the Thames and the Severn.

Fishing and seafaring
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Fishtrap and fish weir at Oldbury in Gloucestershire on the River Severn



Further information:

River Fisheries and Coastal Fish Weirs (Historic England, 2011)

https://content.historicengland.org.uk/images-books/publications/iha-river-fisheries-coastal-fish-

weirs/riverfisheriescoastalfishweirs.pdf/

Thames Discovery Programme has a downloadable factsheet about fishtraps

(http://www.thamesdiscovery.org/discover/foreshore-factsheet-fishtraps)

SCAPE has a PDF on evidence for fish traps (www.scapetrust.org/pdf/Fish%20traps/fishtraps2.pdf)

The Ashmolean Museum has produced a video on how to weave a basket for a fish trap

(www.youtube.com/watch?v=i_7BdGZgEAA)

“Primitive British fishweirs” (C.R. Salisbury, pp76-87) from Waterfront archaeology: CBA Research

Report  74 (eds. Good, Jones and Ponsford, 1991, CBA)

(http://archaeologydataservice.ac.uk/archiveDS/archiveDownload?t=arch-281-1/dissemination/pdf/cba_rr_074.pdf)

Work by archaeologists from Leicester University at Hemington Quarry in Leicestershire uncovered a

2m-long wattle fishtrap basket (www.le.ac.uk/ulas/projects/hemington.html)

Fish hullies and oyster beds

Fish hullies could be considered a version of refrigeration

before fridges were invented. Once fish and shellfish 

were caught, there had to be a means of keeping them

fresh and in some cases this meant keeping them alive.

Some places used fish hullies; in Northumberland these

are also known as Bratt Holes. They are pits cut into the

rocks which were submerged at every high tide, to 

provide fresh sea water, where fish and shellfish could 

be stored until they were transported. Examples of these 

have been found at South Landing in Yorkshire and 

Beadnell in Northumberland. 

The example at Beadnell was cut into the rocks and has a recess to which a wooden lid can be fixed

so that the fish did not escape at high tide. Other examples are at Robin Hoods Bay in Yorkshire and
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Fish hully at Beadnell

in Northumberland
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Cresswell in Northumberland. Fish hullies tend to be found in the North-East and Yorkshire and

appear to only have been used in areas where no deep water harbour was present.

Although some shellfish were caught and kept fresh in the same manner as the fish in the fish hullies,

most of the oyster beds were used to cultivate and grow the shellfish rather than to just keep them

fresh. This is the case for the oyster beds at Orfordness in Essex. These sites were located in the

intertidal zone to ensure they had a fresh supply of sea water.

Cultivation of oysters seems to have begun in the Roman times, but it is known that prehistoric

people made use of this resource and Roman contemporary authors mention that the Iron Age

Britons ate shellfish. They appear to have remained popular, and they are even mentioned in 

Dickens’ Pickwick Papers, where it is said “that poverty and oysters always seem to go together”.

Further information:

Rapid Coastal Zone Assessment Survey of Yorkshire and Lincolnshire (Humber Field Archaeology &

English Heritage, 2014) includes photos and an explanation of the function of hullies in Yorkshire 

(pp 85-86) (https://content.historicengland.org.uk/images-books/publications/rczas-yorks-lincs-

phase3/rczas-yorks-lincs-3-vol8-overview.pdf)

Uncovering the Past:  An Archaeological Study of Oyster Beds at Emsworth, Project Summary 

(Julie Satchell, Emsworth Maritime and Historical Trust, 2011)

(www.conservancy.co.uk/assets/assets/Emwsorth%20Oyster%20Beds%20Archaeology%20Summary

_Nov_2011%20_2_.pdf)

The Archaeology of the Suffolk Coast and Intertidal Zone: A report for the National Mapping

Programme (Cain Hegarty and Sarah Newsome, English Heritage, 2005)

https://content.historicengland.org.uk/images-books/publications/suffolk-coast-nmp/suffolk-coast-

nmp-internal-report.pdf/
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Lighthouses

Lighthouses have been used since at least Roman times. There is only one example of a Roman

lighthouse in the UK, which is located within the Dover Castle grounds. It is one of only three in the

world. Unfortunately later use of the lighthouse has removed parts of it and there is no evidence of

any Roman structures associated with the lighthouse. Fires would have been lit on top of the

lighthouse at night, and it may also have been used as a smoke beacon too. Some priories, like at

Tynemouth would have a light burning in one of their turrets, however many of these “ecclesiastical

lights” were lost during the Reformation.

The oldest complete lighthouse in the country is on the east coast at Flamborough Head, and is

known as the Chalk Tower. It was built in 1669 but was allegedly never lit. The second Flamborough

lighthouse was built in 1806. The first automated lighthouse was Souter Lighthouse, at South Shields.

It was purpose built to house the first electric light within a lighthouse in 1871.

Every lighthouse light uses a different pattern of flashes. Alongside their primary purpose to protect

shipping from dangerous rocks, this enables sailors to easily locate themselves whilst at sea.

The Corporation of Trinity House was established in 1514 to safeguard the coast. They were

responsible for the erecting of lighthouses; nowadays they are still known for overseeing and 

maintaining them. Trinity House looks after over 60 lighthouses still in use in England, Wales, 

the Channel Islands and Gibraltar, many of which are listed buildings. 
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Souter Ligthhouse at South Shields, Tyne and Wear



Further information:

More information about the Roman Lighthouse in Dover is available on the Pastscape website

(http://pastscape.org.uk/hob.aspx?hob_id=467772)

The Journal of Antiquities: Ancient Sites in Great Britain & Southern Ireland has a blog on the Roman

Lighthouse https://thejournalofantiquities.com/2013/05/12/the-roman-lighthouse-dover-kent/

Britain’s top landmark lighthouses are described on the Countryfile website

(www.countryfile.com/countryside/britains-landmark-lighthouses)

The National Trust website includes a brief history of Souter lighthouse and the Leas

(www.nationaltrust.org.uk/souter-lighthouse-and-the-leas/features/a-brief-history-of-souter-and-the-

leas)

The BBC Coast TV programme visited the Eddystone Lighthouse, the world’s first offshore

lighthouse. You can see the clip on YouTube (www.youtube.com/watch?v=TZKowr6_F3I)

The National Museum of Scotland highlight their lighthouses collection on their website. The page

includes photos of different objects in their collection, and includes a ‘Lighthouse lives’ film

(www.nms.ac.uk/explore/stories/science-and-technology/lighthouses/)

Coastguard stations

The coastguard has a interesting past; the initial purpose of the coastguard was for revenue

protection, not lifesaving as it is now. In the 19th century their role began to change, and by the

1920s lifesaving had become their primary role. The coastguard has always had, and still do have,

close links with other lifesaving organisations such as the lifeboats and life brigades. At its peak

during the early 20th century, there were over 500 coastguard stations; most now have been

demolished or are privately owned. This is due to the advances in technology and organisation

structure.

From the late 17th century there were numerous different government departments patrolling the

coastal waters and shore of Britain. In 1821, the “Coast guard” was created as a new single force to

replace the numerous government ones in existence. The main role of the coastguard, and the

organisations before it, was to prevent smuggling but it was also responsible for shipwrecks and

assisting ships in distress. 
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In order to assist with rescues, the coastguard used a method called “shore to sea” rescue. For this

they used specific apparatus such as Manby’s mortars, which shot a line from shore to ship via a

mortar to rescue passengers and crew on the distressed vessel. Later these were used in

conjunction with a breeches buoy, which was like a pair of trousers suspended from a pulley used 

to pull people to shore.

Some coastguard stations were placed near lighthouses such as St Mary’s on the Isle of Scilly, others

were by military installations like the one at the Needles on the Isle of Wight. Some on the south and

east coasts were placed in reused Martello towers, 19th century defensive towers, like at Felixstowe.

“Watch vessels” were also used; these were hulked vessels usually ex-naval ships, like the HMS

Kangeroo which was on the Medway.

The Tynemouth Volunteer Life Brigade was established in 1864, after two boats the Friendship and

the Stanley became stranded in the mouth of the Tyne on a November night, having tried to seek

refuge there from a storm. Only one of the four lifeboats on the Tyne made it to the vessels, but that

lifeboat got into difficulty and lost two of her own crew in the attempt. At the time, four coastguard

crews were based at Tynemouth. They attempted a shore to ship rescue, using a rocket with a line

attached and a breeches buoy. They were forced to use untrained members of the public to assist

with the rescue. They managed to rescue three people before the line became tangled and they were

forced to abandon the vessel until day break. It was decided later that volunteers from the public

would be trained to assist the Coastguard in the use of the rocket and breeches buoy so that in future

rescues more people could be saved. Had this been the case in 1864, many of 32 of the people who

died on the two wrecks may have been saved. Out of this came the Tynemouth Volunteer Life

Brigade, with others also formed at South Shields and Sunderland, though the one at Tynemouth is

now the only one of its kind in the country.

Further information:

Coastguard Stations (Historic England, 2016)(https://content.historicengland.org.uk/images-

books/publications/iha-coastguard-stations/heag130-coastguard-stations-iha.pdf/)

The National Maritime Museum has information sheets on Manby’s mortars and the breeches buoy

(www.rmg.co.uk/sites/default/files/import/pages/files/shipwreck_objects22_manbysmortar.pdf)

(www.rmg.co.uk/sites/default/files/import/pages/files/shipwreck_objects26_breechesbuoy.pdf)

Saving the crew of a wrecked ship using Captain Manby's mortar apparatus; firing the mortar:

http://collections.rmg.co.uk/collections/objects/112989.html?_ga=1.184925289.1352971452.1481214031

The Tynemouth Volunteer Life Brigade website (www.tvlb.org)
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Roman coastal defences

The Romans had at least two examples of defensive structures related to the coast: Roman signal

stations and Saxon Shore forts.

Roman signal stations were built by the Roman army and used primarily as observation posts 

against Picts and seafaring Saxons. As a result, they are usually found on cliff tops and formed

chains along the coast, using beacons to forewarn of invaders. The signal stations consist 

of rectangular towers of stone or wood situated within ditched, embanked, palisaded or walled

enclosures. In Yorkshire they make up a comprehensive chain from north to south: Saltburn,

Goldborough, Ravenscar, Scarborough and Filey. The Roman signal station at Filey Brigg was

excavated in the early 1990s as part of a rescue excavation due to severe erosion. There are fewer

than 50 examples of Roman signal stations in England and therefore all examples with surviving

archaeological remains are considered nationally important. 

Saxon Shore forts were situated on sea harbours or river estuaries, and they are thought to have

been built to protect these sites from Saxon invaders and to safeguard the trade route between

Britain and the continent. These types of forts are located on the southeast coast and East Anglia.

There is some suggestion that many converted later into Roman signal stations. The Saxon Shore

forts were abandoned when Rome withdrew from Britain, though some were reused by the Normans.

The site at Walton Castle was destroyed by coastal erosion in the 18th century; cartographic

evidence from the time survives showing how erosion is not a new problem.

Further information:

The Scheduled Ancient Monument list entry for the Roman signal station at Goldsborough in North

Yorkshire is on the Historic England website and has further information of how Roman signal

stations were used (https://historicengland.org.uk/listing/the-list/list-entry/1016537)

A reconstruction image of a 4th-century stone-built Roman signal station here in Scarborough Castle

can be found on the English Heritage website  

(www.english-heritage.org.uk/visit/places/scarborough-castle/history/significance/)

The Journal of Antiquities: Ancient Sites in Great Britain & Southern Ireland has a blog on Ravenscar

Roman signal station (https://thejournalofantiquities.com/2012/08/27/ravenscar-roman-signal-station-

east-yorkshire/)

Military instillations
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An engraving showing the remains of the Roman Saxon Shore fort known as “Walton Castle”, in

Felixstowe, Suffolk. From: The Antiquities of England and Wales by Francis Grose. Dated 1766, after

coastal erosion (https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Walton_Castle,_Suffolk#/media/File:Walton_Castle_-

_Francis_Grose.jpg)

The Journal of Antiquities: Ancient Sites in Great Britain & Southern Ireland has a blog on Saxon

Shore forts https://thejournalofantiquities.com/2015/08/15/the-saxon-shore-forts-of-south-east-

england-and-east-anglia/

Pillboxes

Pillboxes are small concrete buildings which sprung up 

all over the country during both the First and Second

World Wars. They appear both on the coasts and inland,

and made up a suite of fortifications which were to 

defend against invasion. Although made out of concrete,

many fixtures and fitting were wooden, such as the

shutters for the embrasures (the sight holes).Over 18,000

pillboxes were created during 

the Second World War.

After the Second World War, farmers who had pillboxes 

on their land were given £5 to remove them; many took 

the money but removing the pillboxes was a lot of effort 

so many just left them where they were.

Different types of pillboxes were built, some housed pairs of machine guns like the eared pillboxes in

Yorkshire, others held searchlights, anti-tank guns, or men armed with rifles.

Further information:

The BBC Inside Out website has some basic information about pillboxes

(www.bbc.co.uk/insideout/southwest/series3/secondworldwar_pillboxes_defence.shtml)

“Anti-invasion and Coastal Defences” on the Historic England explains why anti-invasion defences

were needed along the Yorkshire coast, and has links to good photos

https://historicengland.org.uk/whats-new/first-world-war-home-front/what-we-already-know/land/anti-

invasion-coastal-defences/
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First World War pillbox,

Bridlington, East Yorkshire
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Anti-tank blocks

Anti-tanks blocks are blocks of concrete laid out across flat beaches where invasion forces might

have landed. They formed part of a defensive landscape across beaches and the foreshore. There

were also other defences like anti-tank walls, anti-tank ditches and anti-glider posts. Usually anti-tank

blocks are cubes, but other types can be found including anti-tank coffins, anti-tank cylinders, and

dragon’s teeth which are shaped like a square-based pyramid. 

Anti-tank blocks are large features, commonly 5m x 5m in width and height, and were immovable,

fixed into the ground by a concrete base. In the event of an invasion, tanks would not have been able

to move the blocks out of the way and, due to the long lengths of anti-tanks blocks laid out along the

coast, they could not go around; this left the only option as going over the top. Although a tank could

go over the top of these blocks, it meant exposing their weak underbody.

Many of the anti-tank defences were erected by the Home Guard, but sometimes they would be

contracted out to local companies. There are two examples at Bridlington in Yorkshire of anti-tank

blocks with contemporary 1940s graffiti. The graffiti reads “GD 1941” and “WEP”, presumably these

are the initials of the builders of the anti-tank blocks, scribed while the concrete was still wet. 

Some of these types of blocks have been moved for secondary uses such as part of farmers’ field

boundaries, or as coastal defences to try to prevent erosion. In one or two places, they have been

incorporated into art installations such as at Bamburgh where two have been painted as playing dice.

You can read more on anti-tank obstacles and different types on the Pillbox Study Group’s website 

(www.pillbox-study-group.org.uk/other-wwii-defensive-structures/anti-tank-obstacles/)

The CITiZAN blog describes military defences at Bridlington including anti-tank blocks

(www.citizan.org.uk/blog/2016/Mar/24/defending-our-isle-military-defenses-bridlington/)

The Defence of East Sussex website has a blog about creating a reconstruction of a “pimple” (a small

version of a dragon’s tooth) (wwww.pillbox.org.uk/blog/245141/)
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Home Front Legacy (HFL)

www.homefrontlegacy.org.uk/wp/project/hfl-1914-18-young-people-resources/

The HFL has recources for young people surrounding recording Home Front archaeology from the

First World War

Royal Museums Greenwich

www.rmg.co.uk/DISCOVER/TEACHER-RESOURCES

The National Maritime museum has lots of images and activities based around maritime heritage

Maritime Archaeology Trust

http://schools.maritimearchaeologytrust.org/resources

The Maritime Trust has resources on education or archaeology in maritime contexts

Wessex Archaeology

www.wessexarch.co.uk/heritage-learning/resources

Wessex Archaeology has some online activities and lesson plans about marine archaeology including

activities on boats, seafaring and aircraft crash sites at sea

Society for American Archaeology (SAA)

www.saa.org/publicftp/PUBLIC/resources/SAAlessons.html

The SAA have a public archaeology webpage with a good activity called “How to become a

Shipwreck Sleuth”

Nottingham University

http://kepn.nottingham.ac.uk/

The University of Nottingham’s Key to English Placenames project has mapped the origins of many

placenames; it is a fun way to find out more about coastal placenames

Where can I find more ideas for sessions 

on intertidal or maritime archaeology?
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