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PART ONE: THE STORY OF MORPETH
1 INTRODUCTION

11 Project Background

Towns and villages have been the focus of settlement in this country for many hundreds of
years. Beneath our places of work, beneath our houses, gardens, streets and shops -
beneath our feet - lie archaeological remains which can tell us how these settlements were
once arranged and how people went about their lives. Awareness and appreciation of this
resource can enhance our sense of place and identity and help us understand how the past
has directly shaped our present and how we may use it to shape our future. To ensure that
evidence for our urban past is not needlessly lost during development local and national
government have put in place a range of statutory designations and policies to make sure that

valuable remains are protected, preserved and understood.

In 1992, English Heritage published a national policy to help planners and developers deal
with urban archaeology and any issues that might arise during the planning process
(Managing the Urban Archaeological Resource). This led to the Extensive Urban Survey
programme, where funds were made available to individual planning authorities to prepare
material to explain how archaeology fits into the planning process and how issues raised can
be best resolved. Morpeth is one of 20 towns in Northumberland to have been reviewed

within this programme. The report is divided into three parts:

Part 1 summarises the development of Morpeth using documentary, cartographic and
archaeological sources, and examines the evidence for the survival of archaeological

remains in the town.

Part 2 assesses the archaeological potential of the town of Morpeth and how
development could impact on significant archaeological resources which are of both

national and local significance.

Part 3 looks at the national and local planning process with regard to archaeology
and is designed to give the developer, planner, and general public, the framework

within which development in an historic town will normally proceed.

The present survey encompasses the whole urban extent of the town of Morpeth. Material
within this report includes information available on the Northumberland Historic Environment
Record (HER) at the time this report was updated. Information on the HER is constantly
being updated and should be used as the primary source for historical and archaeological

information.
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1.2 Location, Geology and Topography

The market town of Morpeth lies on the River Wansbeck, a little to the east of the present
course of the A1, in an undulating and wooded landscape between rural foot-hills to the west
and low-lying coastal plain to the east. Morpethisoneof No r t h u mbsdargér townd &ith
a population of around 14,500 and is also the county town and administrative base for the
county council. It lies 13 miles north of Newcastle, a similar distance to the south of Alnwick
and 12 miles from the North Sea, extending over both north and south banks of the River

Wansbeck where it takes a broad southward loop.

This disposition has been true of Morpeth from at least late-medieval times; the remains of
two castles and the medieval parish church of St Mary lie to the south of the river whilst the
civil core, laid out in burgage plots along main thoroughfares, lay to the north. As in medieval
times, there are still two main axes to the town; Newgate Street (the A192) runs in from the
north f or mi ng a &heéastjwashranningdidgate (td the west) and Bridge Street
(to the east). The streets coalesce at the market place. The 19th century Telford Bridge
continues from Bridge Street across the Wansbeck and the route joins with the Great North
Road (the A197) a little way to the south. Damside, graduating into Dark Lane, runs north

from the east end of Bridge Street.

Morpeth is a brick-built town, a fact which at least in part stemmed from a widespread and
destructive fire in the late 17" century. The use of brick in rebuilds following the fire and new
builds over the 18th century was a perfectly understandable economic choice given the
availability of local clays and one which has given a distinctive feel to the town compared with

most other historic settlements in the county which are sandstone built.

The underlying geology of Morpeth is Carboniferous sandstone with interleaving bands of
shale and coal overlaid with a thick bed of boulder clay. This geology has resulted in the low,
undulating topography characteristic of much of southeast Northumberland. Locally, along the
river valley, are alluvial sands and gravels. The drainage pattern favoured the development
of settlement at this spot; the Wansbeck is easily approached at Morpeth where the valleys of
two tributary streams (the Church and Cotting burns) have softened the edges of the usually
steeply incised valley and made it a useful crossing point for what would become the Great
North Road. Morpeth was a coaching stop along this road in the eighteenth and earlier 19"
century and later formed a rail connection, although the line deflected to the east at this point.

It is still a stop on the main east coast route.

Hodgson thought that the namepdiohpeth8I2za, ved,

100) thatitwasf r om 6 mur der pat ho.

f Wap tms
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1.3 Documentary and Secondary Sources

The starting point for this assessment of Morpeth has been the Northumberland Historic
Environment Record (HER). A general history of the town is providedinHo d g s & Hist®y
of Morpeth (1832) as well as in his History of Northumberland of the sameyear. Ty s on 6 s
O0Morpeth an ar chae gtowddgs aclaadr desciiptiod gf the devieldpmeény of
the town but states unequivocally that because of the lack of archaeological interventions it
draws heavily on documentary sources. Willisi n 6 NhparNprthambrian market town in the
nineteenth century6(1996) gives an in-depth analysis of the later development of the
settlement. The Morpeth Miscellany (NRO ZAN/M/16/B4), a collection of material held at

Northumberland Record Office (NRO) is a useful source of information on the town.

1.4 Cartographic Sources (see Appendix 3)

The cartographic record of the town is good. The earliest extant map of Morpeth is dated
1604 (NRO ZAN/M16/B5). The copy at the NRO, clearly of a later date than this, is a
transcript of an original survey by William Haiwarde for the estate of Lord William Howard of
Naworth in 1603 (Dodds 1938, 153-60). S p e e @6&0splan of the town does no more than
locate it as it is to such a small scale. A Survey of the River Wansbeck by Richard Ellison
and Ralph Fowler, made in 1738, shows individualbui | di ngs al onganMior pet hés st
properties to the rear. However, the style of the map suggests that it is not a particularly
accurate survey. J o hn Woaf Mdrpeth, pnhda im 1826, the First Edition Ordnance
Survey of the 1860s and the second edition of 1897 provide a good record of the
development of the town. Wo o slplan seems to accurately depict structures along and

behind street frontages as well as the surviving boundaries of burgage plots.

15 Archaeological Evidence (see Appendix 2)

Although a delineation of later medieval Morpeth was prepared by Tyson (1976, fig 32) this

was based on surviving buil di ngs, t h e60t4pdanros lond WitlimmdHowardb s

estate and documentary evidence and could call on very little evidence from excavation to

add to the picture. A number of areas within the town have now been the subject of

archaeological investigation including Ol i ver 6 s NMaihsiTerrace antl Redv§ate Street

in1997, 1999 and 2000, Damside in 1998, St Georgebs Hc
North Place in 2003, Manchester Street in 2004. Work was carried out south of the

Wansbeck at Davidsond6s Gar agerthdando5antdaldrged] 6s f oodsto
evaluation over the eastern part of the town north of the river (Morpeth Central Area

Development) was conducted in 2006. Despite this, data yielded has as yet not provided any

radical insights into the overall development of the town. Fabric recording and limited

excavation at Aaslprov@lad ampittigedof tielc@mplexidevelopment the

building and a detailed archaeological survey of the motte at Haw Hill in Carlisle Park has

provided much material for the area in fairly recent times but has provided only limited

information on the early development of the earthwork.



Morpeth 7

1.6 Protected Sites

Within the current study area, both Morpeth Castle and the motte at Haw Hill are scheduled
monuments, as are the remains of Old Bridge and the Clock Tower along Oldgate.
Newminster Abbey, just to the west of the study area, is also scheduled. There are 81 listed
buildings or structures in Morpeth, three of these grade |, six grade II* and 72 grade II.

Morpeth Conservation Area extends as shown on figure 2.

Figure 2: Study area (purple outline), scheduled monuments (red), listed buildings (pink),
Conservation Area (blue outline).

1.7 Brief History

There is little evidence for any concentrated early prehistoric activity around the immediate
area of Morpeth. A Langdale stone axe found south of the river may indicate only casual loss
or discard and although the probably Bronze Age burial on Haw Hill must indicate a presence
in the locality the site may have been chosen for its prominence, not its proximity to that

settlement. There are many later prehistoric and possibly Romano-British enclosures in the



