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Summary
Skelton Townscape Heritage Scheme, funded by the National Lottery Heritage
Fund, commissioned Tees Archaeology to carry out a programme of investigation at
Boroughgate, Skelton. This involved geophysical and earthwork survey and two
weeks of excavation. The detailed results of this work have been reported elsewhere
and this paper attempts to summarise all of the known information about medieval
Skelton.
Medieval Skelton had a number of components, the castle and bailey, the green, the
High Street and Boroughgate, the site of the failed borough of Skelton. The
settlement as we know is almost certainly a foundation of the Brus family and would
date from the time of their acquiring the land in 1104. It is likely that the castle and
the green were the initial parts of the settlement that were established with the
borough and High Street added later, but probably by about 1200 AD.
Documentary evidence indicates a range of commercial activity in Skelton but
archaeological excavations have failed to find evidence of a fully developed urban
economy and the borough probably never developed beyond a service settlement
for the castle.
There was evidence for a major re-organisation of the borough and this has been
tentatively linked to the successful siege of the castle in 1216 by King John. The
borough had probably ceased to exist by 1400 AD and the site was ploughed in the
medieval period. An estate map of 1773 indicates that very little of the medieval
settlement was occupied at that time and this probably reflects the major decline of
the whole settlement in the 14th century under the impact of poor harvests due to
changing climate, the Black Death and Scottish raids.
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1. Introduction
Skelton, Redcar and Cleveland (NZ 655 189) is set on the side of a steep ridge. The
present settlement comprising the former green and the High Street lies on the
100m contour line and is oriented east – west. In addition to these settlement
components there is a castle and a failed borough. The castle lies at the base of the
ridge on the 70m contour and sits on a bluff overlooking the valley bottom and
Skelton Beck. The failed borough (Boroughgate) is laid out from north to south up
the slope of the ridge and directly aligned on the castle, it rises from the 85m contour
to the 125m contour (Figure 1).
Between 2016 and 2018 Tees Archaeology carried out earthwork survey,
geophysical survey and excavation on the site of the failed borough with funding
from the National Lottery Heritage Fund through Skelton Townscape Heritage
Scheme and with the assistance of numerous local volunteers.
This report will draw together the information from this work and set it alongside
other information to try to better understand the settlement.
As mentioned above there are four discrete components to the settlement, the
castle, the borough, the green and the high street, each will be considered
separately and their relationship to each other assessed.
2. The Castle and Old Church (Figures 1-5)
Skelton is recorded in Domesday Book and in 1086 was part of the lands held by the
Count of Mortain. These lands became part of the Brus fee in 1104 and continued
as such until 1272 when they were split between the Fauconberg and Thweng
families through the female lines. Skelton castle and Skelton itself was held by the
Fauconbergs and from them it passed to the Nevills by marriage at the end of the
medieval period. Skelton was developed as the administrative centre of the Brus
estates in Yorkshire and Durham. From Skelton the Bruses controlled the Tees
Valley and were responsible for the founding of the nearby Gisborough Priory.
We know very little about the medieval castle, it was besieged by King John and in
1349 was described as expensive to maintain, both of these references suggest a
substantial stone structure. By 1490 it was a ruin and was demolished from 1788
(VCH N Yorks, 405).
John Walker Ord in his History and Antiquities of Cleveland (1846, 253) reproduces
a ‘sketch’ of the castle, but it is not clear how close this was to reality or a perception
of what it should have looked like. The sketch shows a series of terraces with a one
round tower and a square keep. These two features are borne out by two separate
references, from letters from two individuals, to a keep and a round tower converted
into a pigeon-cote, also contained in Ord. Ord suggests that the castle was built
around 1140, although this seems a little late, we do not know where he got this date
from, but it might refer to the re-building of an earth and timber castle in stone. Ord
reports the demolition of the castle and its earthworks commenced in 1788 when
practically the whole of the site was cleared and the mound of earth on which the
keep stood was demolished. The latter reference suggests a motte and bailey
castle.
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A huge defensive ditch is still visible and encloses an area of c 2.25ha, while the old
church, All Saints sits within the outer bailey of the castle, to the south of castle
buildings. It is not possible to understand the defences of the bailey fully as apart
from the ditch there are none left. There should at least have been a bank and
timber rampart, presumably re-built in stone as a curtain wall, but there is no
mention of one in the accounts. The main entrance to the castle was almost
certainly at the southern end of the bailey, adjacent to All Saints church and where a
post-medieval bridge crosses the ditch. This entrance would have led directly to
Boroughgate and would link to the hollow way that defines the route from the green
to the castle.
All Saints Church is medieval in origin but only the chancel dates from that period,
the rest was re-built in the late 18th century at the same time as the castle was rebuilt. There are however some medieval stone coffins preserved in the building. The
location of the church clearly links it to the castle while the right to appoint a priest
here was given to Gisborough Priory, emphasising the close link between the Priory
and its founders, the Brus family.
3. The Green (Figures 1-3, 6)
The green lies to the south-east of the castle and the two are linked by a deeply
eroded routeway. This is the present road to the castle and on to Guisborough. The
higher level of erosion in the section from the green to the castle, compared to the
section from the castle to Guisborough indicates that its main use was to access the
castle.
The green is rectangular in shape, oriented east - west with the route to the castle
leaving in the north-west corner. At its eastern end the road to Saltburn leaves on
the northern side and that to Boosbeck on its southern.
There is a row of properties on each side of the green, although the 1773 estate
map shows only the north and east row with a number of properties and a single
property at the eastern end of the south row. By the time of the first Ordnance
Survey map in 1856 all sides of the green had more properties on them.
The northern row has long curving boundaries running away to the north. The
curving shape of these boundaries suggests that they have been laid out over the
curved ridge and furrow of medieval ploughing. The north row still possesses the
access road to the individual properties to their front.
The building line of the south row suggests that the green has been enclosed by
their gardens, and while there is only one property present in 1773 it would appear
that the green had been enclosed by this time. This trend of taking the green for
gardens occurred in numerous villages of which the most obvious local example is
Liverton.
The west and east rows are both relatively short, the east row still clearly occupied in
1773, but there is no evidence of structures on the west row at that time.
The lack of properties around the green in the late 18 th century reflect the history of
Skelton at that time. In the medieval period there would have been properties all
around the green.

_______________________________________________________________________________

4. The High Street (Figures 1-3, 7)
The High Street lies to the east of the green and there is an occupied triangle of land
between the green and the High Street. This is at the junction of the High Street and
the roads to Saltburn, Boosbeck and to the castle. This group of buildings included
the pinfold in 1853 and is a typical agglomeration of communal facilities that occurs
on the village green. This would often include a smithy as well as the animal pound.
In 1773 only the north row of the High Street had a high level of occupation and it
extended just beyond the present Coniston Road. The properties were very long and
their northern end was marked by a back lane, visible on both the early maps. This
back lane is typical of planned medieval rural settlements, allowing the farmers in
the High Street properties to access the fields.
The southern side of the High Street rises steeply to the south and this will always
have restricted its ability to be used for settlement, in addition this area has seen
quarrying probably from the medieval period onwards. Nevertheless excavation on
the south side of the High Street in 2005 revealed evidence of a medieval gully and
posthole as well as East Cleveland Ware pottery (Tees Archaeology Event Record
370). This suggests that the site and by extension the High Street was occupied by
the end of the 12th century at the latest.
5. The Borough (Figures 1-3, 8-13)
The first documentary mention of a possible town at Skelton is in 1240. In 1301 a
merchant, fuller, weaver, potter, tanner, baker, smith, butcher, carpenter and three
carriers are mentioned in a tax return for Skelton. Later records mention an
innkeeper and gold beater. In 1408, sixteen properties were mentioned at Skelton as
well as a market and fair. There is no mention of the borough after the middle of the
16th century (Harrison 1971).
The earthworks
The earthworks of the former borough occupy an area of approximately 2.4ha and
are bounded to the west and east by steeply cut stream valleys.
The topography has severely restricted the space available for the medieval
settlement and as a result it comprises a main routeway (Boroughgate) with a single
row of properties to its west, while to the east a single property has been squeezed
in at the northern end of the settlement.
The earthworks finish in the area of Back Lane farm and it is clear that this occupies
the site of former medieval properties. The Back Lane probably provided the original
southern boundary to the settlement, while to the north the settlement finished at the
gates of Skelton castle, on which it is oriented (Errickson, Daniels & Adams 2017).
There is a clear variation in the properties defined by the earthworks, those in the
lower part of the site, closest to the castle are wider than those at the top of the hill,
to the south, there is also a change in alignment between the two sets of properties.
Excavations
Between 1969 and 1972 excavation took place on the east side of Boroughgate in
the single property on that side of the route. These excavations uncovered a
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medieval longhouse with the same kind of pottery, East Cleveland Ware, as found in
the more recent excavations (see below). There was however a major difference in
that occupation in this area continued into at least the 16th and possibly the 17th
century.
In 2018 four trenches were excavated on Boroughgate and a full report produced
(Adams and Daniels 2019). While there were differences in each trench the overall
pattern was very similar.
Phase 1
Property boundaries were established with ditches defining the front and possibly
internal subdivisions. There is archaeological evidence indicating timber buildings
associated with this phase.
Phase 2
The settlement prospered and there was increased traffic on Boroughgate, leading
to its erosion. This resulted in replacement boundary ditches being required at the
frontage.
Phase 3
A re-organisation of the settlement took place with the front boundary being marked
by a substantial boundary ditch.
Phase 4
Buildings were constructed in at least one property and the limited evidence
suggests the use of cruck construction.
Phase 5
The buildings and properties went out of use and the site was cultivated in the later
medieval period.
Phase 6
Cultivation ceased and the site was given over to pasture with the occasional
construction of fence lines.
A relatively large amount of pottery was recovered from all the trenches indicating
quite intensive occupation. The pottery was mainly of a type known as East
Cleveland Ware and dated to the 12th to 14th centuries. The type of vessel used was
mainly jars both plain and splash glazed, the use of splash glazing is an indicator of
an early date. There was little differentiation within the assemblage although trench
A had more fine wares (26%) than the other trenches.
There were few finds of note apart from the pottery, although a small stone bowl was
found in trench A. There was a virtually complete absence of animal bone, almost
certainly due to the acidity of the soil, however material recovered from
environmental samples demonstrated the use of bread wheat, oats, peas and
beans, typical of a medieval domestic occupation.
Discussion
The trenches were sited to investigate possible differences between the two
differently aligned sets of earthworks (see above), however no clear archaeological
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difference was discernible other than the southern property having a slightly higher
status pottery assemblage. There is no obvious chronological difference between
the two sets of properties and there was no obvious difference in the type of activity.
These questions may be answered by more extensive excavation.
The re-organisation of the Boroughgate settlement in Phase 3 was a significant
event, the reason for this is unknown, but it probably dated from the 13th century.
Archaeologists are reluctant to attach specific historical events to archaeological
activity however it may be valid to wonder if the rebellion of Peter de Brus I and the
subsequent taking of Skelton Castle by King John in February 1216 may be
responsible for this large scale re-organisation.
The primary dating evidence for the site is the pottery that was recovered and the
pottery specialist is quite clear that a date range of 12 th to 14th centuries is indicated.
This confirms the physical evidence in suggesting that there was little if any later
medieval activity on the site and that to all intents the site had been abandoned by
the end of the 14th century. This is in broad agreement with the documentary
information which indicates occupation of burgage properties into the early 15 th
century (Errickson, Daniels & Adams 2017).
The earliest documentary reference to a borough at Skelton dates to 1240 AD
(Errickson, Daniels & Adams 2017), but the pottery recovered probably pre-dates
this by at least sixty years if not more. Skelton came into Brus hands in the early 12 th
century as part of a large estate and it seems probable that the establishment of the
borough at the gate of the castle was commissioned fairly quickly.
The archaeological evidence points to a settlement of relatively low prosperity which
had probably never progressed beyond providing services to the castle. In this sense
it may have been very similar to Guisborough where the ‘town’ was purely a service
settlement to the Augustinian priory and did not reach any great level of prosperity in
its own right. Unlike Guisborough the borough at Skelton did not survive the
medieval period.
6. Conclusions
Chronology
Skelton was certainly important prior to the Norman Conquest, however the present
settlement is wholly post-conquest in the way it is structured and almost certainly a
product of Brus family planning of the site. It seems probable that the castle and
green were the initial parts of the plan that were developed. This can be paralleled
elsewhere in the region where the main focus of the settlement, castle or church and
village green were the earliest established. The Brus family obtained control of
Skelton in 1104 and circumstantial evidence from elsewhere would suggest that this
settlement planning had happened by 1150 AD and probably before 1125, providing
a clear window for the establishment of Skelton as we know it today.
The Borough and the High Street were later additions to the core of the settlement.
The first documentary evidence for the Borough is 1240 but it may have existed
before then. There were two main periods of town foundation in the Tees Valley, the
first in the second half of the 12th century, the second in the middle of the 13th.
Those towns founded before 1200 were in major strategic locations, Barnard Castle,
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Darlington and Hartlepool and Skelton as a borough does not quite fit this pattern,
however this does not account for the significance of Skelton as the centre of the
vast Brus estates and it does seem possible that the Borough may have been
established by 1200 AD.
If we regard the castle as the focus for the settlement then the High Street is furthest
away and would have had to follow on from the creation of the green. There has as
yet been limited archaeological investigation of the High Street but the one trench
excavated so far found pottery of 13th century and possibly earlier date.
Economy
The archaeological evidence for the economy of Skelton is limited, excavations on
Boroughgate identified the presence of cereals and it is safe to presume that there
was a mixed farming economy in the medieval period and this is reinforced by the
long house excavated on Boroughgate in the 1970s. The longhouse is associated
with livestock rearing, with one end of the building providing living accommodation
and the other space for animals. In addition there are documentary references to
north, south, east and west fields which indicate a classic medieval open field
system, although it should be noted that crop rotation in the region was more usually
by furlong within the field rather than by open field.
Clearly Skelton had a functioning rural economy but the larger question is the extent
to which it had a functioning urban economy. The creation of a borough was usually
a measure taken by a lord to generate cash rather than food and to provide
specialist services to the castle/religious centre that were not available in a rural
setting. This is exemplified by the documentary references to a merchant, fuller,
weaver, potter, tanner, baker, smith, butcher, carpenter, carriers, innkeeper and gold
beater at Skelton. We might expect to find a smith in a village but the other crafts
would either have been absent or in the case of weaving, carpentry and butchery
would have been carried out within the household. A castle on the other hand would
have required these specialist skills given the amount of work required.
Excavations in other local urban centres such as Yarm (Evans and Heslop 1985)
and Hartlepool (Daniels 2010) have demonstrated that newly established towns
started with a very rural economy. The region was recovering from decades of
warfare and there was generally little economic activity. As a result urban centres
needed to feed themselves and do what trade they could. The regional economy
began to take off in the first half of the 13 th century as coinage became more readily
available and the political situation stabilised. It is from the mid-13th century that we
see the development of a true urban economy in places like Hartlepool and Yarm
with new stone buildings replacing the timber longhouses, demand for land leading
to the sub-division of properties and intensive craft activities within the properties.
Unfortunately we can see no evidence of this at Skelton and the absence of any
excavated evidence of craft activities and any quantity of metalwork from
Boroughgate suggest that this was not a fully developed urban economy. It is
doubtful whether Boroughgate was ever more than a service centre for the castle in
the same way that Westgate acted as the service centre for Gisborough Priory.
Significantly Guisborough never obtained a town charter and was always of a lesser
status than Skelton in the medieval period.
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The key to the apparent lack of success of Boroughgate probably lies in three
factors. The first is the taking of the castle by King John in 1206, this almost certainly
had a major detrimental impact on the settlement; second is the ending of the male
line of the senior Brus family in 1272. This meant that the castle and estates were
split and while the Fauconbergs continued to live at Skelton they were not as
important a family as the Bruses. The third factor is geographical, the site is poorly
placed in terms of communicating with the outside world compared to the river
location of Yarm and Stockton and coastal location of Hartlepool. This would always
have put it at a trading disadvantage.
Decline
The 1773 estate map clearly shows a settlement that was only a shadow of what it
may have looked like in c.1200 AD. Boroughgate had long been abandoned and
there were far fewer properties on the green and High Street than originally
intended. The reasons for the lack of development of Boroughgate have been
explored above but these do not explain its abandonment or the decay of the other
parts of the settlement.
There would have been a number of factors leading to this. In the first place it is
quite possible that not all of the properties were ever occupied and evidence for this
has been found at nearby Kilton as well as elsewhere (Daniels 1990). The siege of
1216 and the decline of the Bruses will also have had an impact, however the major
decline probably happened in the 14th century.
The 14th century witnessed a major cooling of the climate at the beginning of the
century and this led to mass starvation across Europe and Britain. The impact on
population was compounded by the arrival of the ‘Black Death’ in the middle of the
century. These two events are thought to have led to a population loss of at least
50% and in the north of England they were made worse by war between the English
and the Scots that saw Scottish forces raiding as far south as Northallerton. Taken
together these factors probably caused a population loss of at least 60% and
potentially more in the area. Skelton would not of course have been alone in feeling
the impact of these events and there are many deserted and shrunken medieval
settlements in the north of England that bear witness to the devastations of the 14th
century.
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Figure 1: Skelton, showing main components of the medieval settlement
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Figure 2: Skelton estate map 1773
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Figure 3: Skelton: Ordnance Survey map 1853
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Figure 4: Skelton Castle, defensive ditch

Figure 5: All Saints Church
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Figure 6: Properties enclosing the former green

Figure 7: Skelton High Street
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Figure 8: LIDAR image of Boroughgate courtesy of North York Moors National Park and Sirius
Mining
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Figure 9: Boroughgate: Location of trenches excavated in 2018
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Figure 10: Trench A, Wall foundations and post pads over Phase 3 boundary bank

Figure 11: Trench B Section across Phase 3 boundary bank
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Figure 12: Pottery illustration; Glazed jug

Figure 13: Stone Bowl from Trench A
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