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Forward 
 

 
"...I happened to read somewhere that is the bounden duty of 
someone in every locality to write the history of the locality, so that 
those who come after may learn to be loyal to the community into 
which they are born...  

 
...it has been a pleasant pastime, and the necessary research for it 
has opened out a number of items of information that have never 
been before published to the general reader."  

 
So wrote James J. Dodds in 1897 in his engaging local history book The History of the Urban 
District of Spennymoor: with occasional references to Kirk Merrington, Middleton, Westerton, 
Byers' Green, Croxdale, and Ferryhill. While perhaps not the most succinct of titles, Doddsô 
book does provide an eloquent account of the history and archaeology of one small part of the 
Durham Magnesian Limestone Plateau while also expressing many wider concerns still very 
familiar to us today regarding the loss of old and valued buildings and landscapes to the forces 
of progress and economic development, and also the rights of access to the countryside itself. 
In the quote above Dodds clearly identifies how the study and care of the historic environment 
consisting of locally distinctive  villages, buildings, archaeological sites and historic landscapes 
is something we should all have an interest in, the better to appreciate our surroundings and 
strengthen the communities we live in. We should all be custodians of the heritage we have 
inherited from the past, the better to pass it on to future generations. Crucially he also mentions 
that this should be ña pleasant pastimeò not a burden! 
 
The East Durham Magnesian Plateau is a wide area stretching almost from Tyne to Tees and 
from the coast to central Durham with a rich human heritage stretching from distant prehistoric 
times to the 20th century. While across the area can be found rich cultural diversity, there are 
also considerable common themes often closely tied to the underlying geology which through 
quarrying and mining has provided materials to build with, coal to sell and export, and lime to 
sweeten the land for agriculture for many generations. This interaction between geology, people 
and the natural world has shaped the landscapes of the area in a unique and particular way. 
 
For over 150 years the history and archaeology of the area has been the subject of study, 
conservation and in more recent times interpretation. Sterling work has been undertaken 
particularly by local authorities in recent years to provide access and interpretation for the public 
to their heritage and to encourage visitors. This report provides an opportunity to review that 
work and identify ways in which the communities of the Magnesian Limestone Plateau can 
understand, appreciate and engage with their heritage and so care for and take pride in their 
historic environment with all of the quality of life and economic benefits this can bring. 
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Summary 
 
The intention of this report is to support the aims of the Limestone Landscapes Partnership in 
delivering its key vision ñWorking together in a landscape scale Partnership to make a positive 
difference to quality of life and to the unique natural environment of the Magnesian Limestone 
areaò. Over the centuries through farming, building and mining, humans have to a lesser or 
greater extent affected every corner of England, no landscape in England should therefore be 
viewed as purely natural. It is essential therefore and a great strength of the Limestone 
Landscape Partnership that along with geology and natural environment a key understanding of 
the areaôs historic environment is essential to inform the work of the partnership and provide 
further avenues and opportunities to inspire, engage and work with the communities of the area 
and in particular support and facilitate historic landscape conservation. 
 
Using the Historic Environment Records for Durham, Tees and Tyne & Wear, this study has 
brought together evidence for human occupation, exploitation and use of the Magnesian 
Limestone area since at least 10,000 BC and the end of the last Ice-Age. It has identified a 
wealth of archaeological sites from prehistoric flint tools to 20th century Cold War radar stations; 
early Christian burials to coal mines and quarries. In addition to collating existing information for 
the area, additional research has been undertaken using a variety of sources including aerial 
photographs and 19th century Ordnance Survey mapping to enhance the records for the area 
and so provide a sound basis for analysis and  future management decisions. 
 
As well as specific individual sites an appraisal has been made of the historic character of the 
landscape and smaller settlements to assist with future work to protect and enhance the areaôs 
distinctive heritage. This is intended to complement the already existing landscape character 
descriptions for the area. Risks and threats to this heritage are also identified and discussed. 
 
From the many thousands of historic sites identified, 25 key sites which exemplify the rich 
heritage of the area are identified and proposed for a combination of investigation, conservation 
and interpretation through a variety of projects and means of delivery, but all with community 
participation. In addition to the 25 key sites a number of broader projects have also been 
identified which cover themes or matters of concern across the whole area and which if 
approached on a landscape wide scale will have both an increased positive impact and also 
foster the idea of a wider community and belonging to the Limestone Landscapes area.  
 
The key sites and projects have been chosen to fulfil a number of objectives including research 
and understanding, but as this is a landscape initiative, they each have been chosen for the 
positive impact they can contribute to historic landscape conservation in particular. 
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1.0 Introduction 
 
Running from just south of the River Tyne in a band some 10 miles wide from east to west, 
down the Durham Coast and sweeping inland just to the north of Hartlepool to finish around 
Redworth Hill south of Shildon, the Magnesian limestone of South Tyneside, East Durham and 
the northern Tees Valley is an area of distinctive character which is defined as a National 
Character Area (NCA). In 2006 Natural England and Durham County Council began an 
innovative partnership project to look at the best way of managing and conserving the natural 
and historic character of this area which resulted in the Limestone Landscapes Project. This 
consists of  a wide partnership of local government, national agencies, regional NGOs and 
charities, parish councils and community groups with a keen interest in the character area, from 
which is drawn a smaller representative steering group.  The extent of the area is shown at 
figure 1. 
 
In 2008 to support and inform their work, the Steering Group identified that studies of Geology, 
Access & Green Space, and Historic Environment were required to provide a firm understanding 
of the Limestone Landscapes Area and inform the partnerships future work in conserving its 
unique character as seen in its bio and geo diversity, its historic environment and cultural 
heritage. Archaeo-Environment Ltd (AE) was commissioned by Durham County Council on 
behalf of the Limestone Landscapes Partnership in December 2008 to undertake the audit and 
action plan for the historic environment. 
 
This report has a clear focus and builds on a number of past studies which it does not seek to 
simply reiterate, but to build on their work and move forward. In particular it seeks to provide an 
easy reference source for the historic environment of the character area composed as it is of 
archaeological sites, historic buildings and the wider landscape as it has been influenced by 
human kind. It seeks to identify gaps in our knowledge and understanding of these resources, 
and finally to identify specific projects for future research, for conservation and for education, 
and some simple guidelines to preserve the areaôs distinctive character. Each of these projects 
can and should be taken up by a wide range of people from universities to primary schools, 
historical societies to parish councils; indeed it is important that an awareness of what defines 
the areaôs distinctive character is instilled across the area if it is to be valued and enhanced in 
years to come. 
 
The study and conservation of the areaôs historic character should not be seen as just an 
interesting past time. The care, study and interpretation of archaeological sites, the informed 
maintenance of historic buildings and design of new build, the management of field systems, 
hedgerows, walls, woodlands, parks and village greens; all have a huge part to play in quality of 
life, educational provision, tourism and economy and the support and development of jobs in 
traditional skills. In the spirit of James Dodds quoted at the front of this report it is important that 
each of us can write the history of our locality, the better to preserve it and pass it to the future. 
 
As previously noted this report takes forward much previous work over the last three decades, 
in particular studies of the archaeology of the Magnesian Limestone by Jones et al. Recent work 
supported by the Aggregates Levy Sustainability Fund, and the English Heritage Rapid Coastal 
Zone Assessment of the North-East Coast; it also responds to the issues and agendas put 
forward in óShared Visions, The Regional Research Framework for the Historic Environmentô. 
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