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Anglo-Saxon Settlements and Archaeological 
Visibility -in the Yorkshre Wolds 

Julian D. Richards 

Summary 

Rural Anglo-Saxon settlements in the hinterland of York 
are notoriously invisible. As a result of major urban rescue 
archaeology campaigns in the 1970s, more could be 
inferred about Anglo-Saxon Yorkshire from finds in York 
than from rural sites. That picture is gradually changing. 
During the last ten yews, research on two sites in the 
Yorkshire Wolds - Wharram Percy and Cottam - now 
allows us to explain this invisibility, and to characterise 
settlements of this period. This paper describes how a 
battery of archacoIogica1 techniques, including aerial 
photography, resistivity, magnetometry, fieldwalking, 
excavation, and collaboration with metd-detectorists 
have been used in combination to identify and map these 
sites, with Geographical Information Systems (GIS) used 
to integrate the information. The conclusion to be drawn 
is that early medieval sites are not so much invisible as 
hitherto unrecognised, and the foundations have now been 
laid for a p r o g r m e  of identification based upon remote 
sensing and cropmark morphology. 

liatPoduction 
The Yorkshire Wolds are rolling chalk uplands in eastern 
Yorkshire. They are bounded to the north by the Vale of 
Pickering, to the west by the Vale of York, and to the 
south-east by the Holderness plain. One arm extends 
directly south as far as the Humber estuary which, from 
around the seventh century AD, appears to have formed 
the southern boundary of the early medieval kingdom of 
Northumbria. To the north-east the Wolds extend as far 
as the North Sea coast at Flamborough Head. The 
underlying chalk geolo,qy results in little surface drainage, 
aIthough there are a number of dry valleys which are 
thought to date from an andent glaciation. There is one 
substantial watercourse, the Gypsey Race, which rises 
not far from the medieval settlement at Wharram Percy, 
and flows down the Great Wold Valley into the North 
Sea at the modern seaside town of Bridlington. Today 
the Wolds are lightly populated, with settlement mainly 

in dispersed farms and villages. The thin chalk soils are 
largely given over to arable farming, although both cows 
and sheep are also grazed on the uplands. There are 
market towns at Malton and Driffield, lying off the chalk 
to the north-west and south-east respectively, but the 
nearest major urban centre is the city of York, which lies 
some twelve miles (c. 20 km) from the western Wolds 
edge. 

The -welds appear to have been extensively farmed 
from at least the middle Bronze Age. There are numerous 
round barrows, but the most significant features from 
this period are the linear earthworks which divide the 
landscape into large territories. It was in the late Iron 
Age, however, that the WoIds became fully settled. 
Mapping of cropmarks from aerial photographs reveals a 
landscape dissected by ancient trackways and partitioned 
by extensive field systems. Many of these form so-called 
'ladder patterns', comprising series of rectilinear fields 
or paddocks defined by ditches and often fronting onto a 
trackway, with occasional settlement enclosures. That 
this landscape is pre-Roman is clearly demonstrated south 
of Wharram-le-Street, where the Roman road south of 
Malton cuts obliquely across the field systems and 
trackways. Where such ladder settlements have been 
excavated, as at Wharram Percy, a late Iron Age origin 
has been confirmed, although they have generally been 
shown to continue in use into Romano-British times 
(Beresford and Rurst 1990, 87-92). The spacing of the 
settlements is generally every half-mile (1 km), shown 
for exampIe along the Thixendde valley, where there are 
medieval viIlages every mile (1.6 km) with Romano- 
British farms halfway between (Beresford and Hurst 
1990,92). The trackways look like cattie droveways and 
the paddocks may have served as animal enclosures, 
although excavation of some of the medium-sized local 
villas and their associated corn-drying ovens shows that 
cereal crops were also already important by the Roman 
period. 

The immediate post-Roman settlement pattern of the 
Wolds is much less well understood. Ancient pollen does 
not survive well on the chalk soils, but most environ- 
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