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From the Editor:

Merseyside Archaeological Society

Welcome to the MAS Autumn Newsletter. There are two significant pieces of news this
quarter. Firstly, Eveline Van der Steen our Secretary and Membership Secretary has
recently moved house to Wales. Consequently, she feels that she will no longer be able
to maintain the level of involvement she has had with MAS and has reluctantly stood
down from Council duties. However, Eveline will still keep in contact with the Society
and we are sure she will attend future events. We are very grateful to Joyce Hughes, who
has volunteered to fulfill Eveline’s former roles. Secondly, over the last month MAS has
heard that it has been succesful in obtaining an HLF grant to carry out a 2-year project
based in Rainford. Although the Society has carried out successful funded projects
in the past, for example, the research that produced The Changing Face of Liverpool
publication and new work at The Calderstones, this is the most significant project the
Society has ever undertaken. There will be plenty of opportunity for MAS members to
become involved in documentary research and excavation etc. There are more details on
page 3 of this Newsletter.
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15th November. Brian Grimsditch, Salford University, The ‘Dig Manchester’ Project.
17th January. Prof. Nancy Edwards, Bangor University, Medieval Churches.
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2012 Christmas Party
The 2012 Christmas Party will be held on Thursday 13th December at The Quaker Meeting House, School Lane. The meeting will
feature a buffet, short talks from guest speakers and hopefully a quiz as well as plenty of opportunity for socialising. More details will be
provided at our October and November meetings, and in due course via Facebook and the MAS website. If you receive this Newsletter
by post please ring Jenny Woodcock Tel: 0151 727 8243.
Merseyside Historical Environment Record (HER)
Many members of MAS will be aware that the Merseyside Historical Environment Record (HER) has been closed for the last 6
months. The HER was formally funded by the five local authorities (Liverpool, Wirral, Knowsley, St. Helens and Sefton) and hosted
by National Museums Liverpool using taxpayers’ money. The body of data contained in the HER is the key archaeological archive on
Merseyside and was formerly consulted on a regular basis by professionals and amateurs alike. No meaningful archaeological research
can be conducted without consulting the HER. Former projects undertaken by this Society e.g The Changing Face of Liverpool would
not have been possible to complete within the timescales given had it not been for the existence of the HER.
The HER should be a ‘living’ record not a static one. The fact that it is not currently accessible means that it is not only unavailable for
consultation but also any new data is not being added. New data is at best being stockpiled in the hope that it will one day be possible
to update the database and in the worst scenario lost altogether. This is a scandalous state of affairs and as archaeologists, both amateur
and professional, we should endeavour to do something about it. It is interesting to note that around the turn of the year a similar
situation arose in Greater Manchester with threats to the Greater Manchester Archaeological Advisory Service (GMAAS). In that
instance, the professional archaeological body was able to work successfully with the Greater Manchester local authorities and find a
solution leading to the survival of GMAAS as an organisation along with their HER.
At a recent MAS Council meeting it was agreed that MAS should produce a stock letter which members can copy, sign and send off to
the local authorities reminding them of their responsibilities in resurrecting the HER. It is hoped that this letter will be available shortly.
The Council encourages all its members (and interested non-members) to send off this letter to their local authority representatives.
They cannot ignore it. Hopefully, this will pave the way to open a dialogue which will have a successful outcome.
The Calderstones
In the last Newsletter MAS was pleased to report that with support from the Council’s Premises Management Unit, Parks and
Greenspaces had prepared a scheme to refurbish the Harthill Vestibule where The Calderstones reside.
The work started in early Summer with the Stones being individually protected with plastic sheeting overlaying surrounding wooden
frames while work on the roof was carried out overhead. At the end of July the work came to a standstill. There was initially some
concern as the vestibule resembled an abandoned building site and the stones could potentially suffer damage due to condensation
accumulating within the plastic sheeting. Upon making enquiries of the Park authorities it emerged that there had been some unforseen
problems with funding. MAS is now pleased to report that these dificulties have been overcome and the site has been tidied up and
work has resumed. It is hoped that refurbishment will be completed shortly.
Journal of Merseyside Archaeological Society Volume 14
The Society is pleased to announce that the next of our occasional Journals, Volume 14, is almost complete and should be available
around the end of the year. This volume is wholly dedicated to the 2002 excavation carried out by the Archaeological Field Unit at
National Museums Liverpool at Big Lea Green Farm, Sutton near St Helens. The Journal is approximately 120 pages in length and not
only contains a report on the excavation but also chapters on significant collections of pottery, clay pipes and other artefacts recovered
from the site. The authors are Andy Towle and Jeff Speakman with contributions from other professionals.
The volume details the history of a yeoman farmstead on Merseyside from the 13th century until its demise in 2002 when Somerfields
plc constructed a regional distribution centre on the site. Somerfields plc kindly funded the excavation and MAS were pleased that the
Co-operative Membership Community fund have made a generous grant towards the publication of the findings and the production of
our Journal. Thanks are also due to Rob Philpott who has prepared this Volume for publication.
JMAS14 will be distributed free to existing Society members and will also be available for sale in due course.

2 | MAS Newsletter 3/2012

took place in the autumn of 2011, and was carried out by the
Society and the Field Archaeology Unit of National Museums
Liverpool. The results of this excavation were reported on briefly
in the last Society newsletter, and a presentation took place at last
year’s Christmas party.
To summarise the results of this investigation, a series of pottery
dumping episodes from a local kiln was uncovered near an
ancient field boundary at the back of a local resident’s property.
A large group of 16th- and 17th-century dark-glazed finewares and
coarsewares were discovered (see photo), along with a collection
of kiln furniture including saggars. Even though this assemblage
is made up of waster vessels which had been thrown out and
discarded by the potters, the quality of the fineware cups and
mugs was truly astonishing.

The 2011 Rainford excavation team
Heritage Lottery Fund (HLF) grant awarded!
“Rainford’s Roots: A Community Archaeology Project”

The deposit forms the earliest locally produced ceramic material
to be discovered in Rainford, pushing back the dates of known
manufacture by several centuries. The collection also forms the
first Cistercian-ware kiln group to be discovered in the North
West of England.
A report on the initial findings of last year’s investigation is
currently being developed by National Museums Liverpool and
should be published as an MAS journal sometime in the future.

Due to the success of the excavations last year and the potential
In June this year, Merseyside Archaeological Society put in a bid to uncover more sites like it, the Society was very keen to
to the ‘Your Heritage’ Heritage Lottery Fund scheme, and we are develop a project on a larger scale.
delighted to report that the bid has been successful.
The Society has been awarded a grant of £75,100 for a new The Rainford’s Roots project will continue on from the success
community project known as ‘Rainford’s Roots’. The project will be and achievements of these excavations. There is great potential
focused on the village of Rainford near St Helens and will explore to uncover other similar sites in the area, and a more in depth
the industrial heritage of the village, focusing on its post medieval investigation of the area will hopefully further our understanding
and knowledge of this important local cottage industry.
potting and clay tobacco pipe cottage industries.
This project has been set up in collaboration with National Museums
Liverpool and many aspects of the project will be supervised and
supported by their Field Archaeology Unit. The museum will also be What will be happening and how can I get involved?
host to a Community Project Officer who will oversee the running of
The project has been designed with the local community in mind.
the 21-month project.
A lot of the fieldwork will involve the support and co-operation of
Rainford has a rich industrial heritage which will be investigated local residents and venues. Throughout the running of the project
through various means of fieldwork, including surveys and the Society will endeavour to encourage and promote community
excavations, as well as through documentary research. One of the main
aspects of the project will be to encourage community participation,
through training, local activities, and outreach programmes.
The project aims to:
•

Undertake an archaeological investigation of Rainford

•

Engage with the local community by providing
opportunities for volunteering and learning new skills

•

Encourage wider participation and learning through a
programme of outreach activities

•

Present the project and its outputs to a wider audience
through exhibitions, digital and printed media

How did we get the idea for this project?

Sample of fineware vessels from the Rainford assemblage (2011)

This project developed from a small community excavation which
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participation, providing training, support and opportunities for local
people and volunteers to take part in all aspects of the project.
Some planned activities for the project include:
•

Fieldwork including surveys and excavations

•

Documentary research: the development of guide leaflets
and Heritage Walk materials

•

Finds processing and handling sessions

•

Lectures and talks

•

Local museum displays and exhibitions

•

Outreach events and open days

For further information and to keep up to date and in touch with
the project:
Email the project: rainfordsroots@gmail.com
Project website: www.rainfordsroots.com (under constructionlaunching soon!)
You can also follow the project on facebook: http://www.
facebook.com/RainfordsRoots
Merseyside Archaeological Society - Council
Community Archaeology Events
During September the Sefton Coast Landscape Partnership, an
HLF funded project, ran two Community Archaeology events in
collaboration with the Museum of Liverpool.
The Formby Promenade Dig took place over the weekend of 8-9th
September with a group of six volunteers from the Sefton area. The
site was also visited by a steady stream of Formby residents (about
100). The dig exposed the remains of Formby Promenade which
was built during the late 1870s by the Formby Land and Building
Co. which had purchased 105 acres of the coastal area of Raven
Meols, south of Formby for £12,100. The Company aimed to create
a new residential resort, which it was hoped would rival Southport
and was going to be known as Formby-by-the-Sea. However, the
whole venture collapsed as a result of WWI and the following
Depression. Work got as far as laying out the roads, which still
survive in the dunes, building several large houses and constructing

Formby Promenade Excavation

Recording the bunkers at Altcar
a double-tiered promenade of brick, joining up the westerly ends of
two new roads, Albert Road and Alexandra Road. The promenade,
1000ft long, still exists but is now almost entirely covered by the dunes
and most of the properties actually constructed have disappeared.
Volunteers helped expose and record the steps to the Promenade and
expose the top of the lower tier.
The following week, as part of the same project, volunteers
also recorded a set of recently rediscovered WWII bunkers at
Altcar Training Camp near Hightown. The bunkers were part of
Merseyside’s WWII air defences and were used to control a Heavy
Anti-Aircraft battery of four 3.7in guns. During the 1950s the site
was adapted to form part of the Newton Orange Yeoman system
which was controlled by a radar base at Frodsham. Little is known
about the Altcar battery but it seems to have consisted of a battery
of four adapted 5in naval guns, the WWII command post and four
satellite bunkers. The command post in the photograph has several
unusual features and seems to have been adapted for the new system.
Newton Orange Yeoman was never completed as the technology was
overtaken in the arms race between NATO and the Soviet Block but
the radar system formed the basis of the Bloodhound missile system
used in the 1960s and 70s.
Mark Adams
Carving up Myths on Bidston Hill
Carving upon naturally outcropping sandstone is a ubiquitous
phenomenon throughout human history and continues still today.
Dating such carvings is almost impossible in many circumstances,
but stylistic comparisons made with well understood (and dated)
examples provides a reasoned starting point for any research or
interpretation.
Bidston Hill in Wirral is home to a number of carvings which have
been treated (or mistreated) to a host of interpretations often based
upon very little research or enquiry. One particular carving (pictured)
has suffered the misfortune of having a range of labels and dates
apportioned to it, from a Viking Sun Goddess to the more elaborate
claims of TV ‘archaeologist’ Mark Olly who has interpreted
the carving as a “Romano-Celtic Moon Cat God with Egyptian
influences” – surely a more considered and plausible explanation
exists considering it would be the world’s only known depiction of a
Viking Sun Goddess and a Moon Cat God is just sheer nonsense.
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A Bronze Age flat axe from PAS
Recently a Bronze Age flat axe was brought in to the Portable
Antiquities Scheme at Liverpool to be recorded. The axe is a
complete cast copper alloy developed flat axe dating from the
Early to Middle Bronze Age. The object is a narrow butted flat
axe with a median bevel / proto stop ridge. It has straight sides,
a rounded butt and a flared cutting edge with concave shoulders.
The cutting edge is crescentric in plan and measures 1.68mm
thick. The tips of the crescent shaped blade have been damaged
through either abrasion or wear, as has the blade edge itself.
The majority of the patina has broken away leaving just
two small patches on each face. One patch of smooth dark
On left - The Bidston Carving
On right - The Llanychaer Cross brown patina shows up the median bevel / proto stop ridge
while another patch of the patina on the opposite face is just
The image has been created using a crude technique known as above the cutting edge. The remaining surface of the object
‘pecking’ and clearly represents a crudely carved human figure, arms is brownish green with patches of bright green corrosion.
outstretched with what appears to be lines representing the cuffs of
clothing or a robe. A ‘sun’ shape can be seen at the feet of the figure. The object can be classified as a developed flat axe most probably
The depiction of a person in robes with arms outstretched in front an undecorated type Bandon (corresponding to Type Derryniggin
of the sun seems to have potential Christian connotations linked in Ireland). These are dated to the Early Bronze Age (EBA phase
to the crucifixion or ascension of Christ, both common themes in II / III), of metalworking stage IV-V (more likely V), which
early Christian imagery. With the only dateable stone sculpture from corresponds to Needham’s (1996) Period 3 circa 2000 - 1700
Bidston being a Viking Age hogback, a consideration of other Early CAL. BC. This flat axe probably dates from c.1850-1750 BC.
Medieval Christian carvings in Britain may help shed some light Similar examples have been found at Margam, Port Talbot
upon the Bidston Hill mystery.
(Savory 1980, No. 122) and Breach Farm, Vale of Glamorgan
(Savory 1980, No. 338) associated with a cremation burial
A cursory search shows a number of very similar early Christian recently radiocarbon dated to c. 1750 - 1600 BC.
sculptures found in coastal regions of Western Britain. Phillack in
Cornwall has a stylistically similar crucifixion, whilst at Llanychaer Schmidt and Burgess (1981, p.59) trace the development of the flat
near Fishguard an almost identical carving to Bidston can be seen on axe in Britain and Ireland. They identify the trend, “...from broad,
a 10th-century cross linked to Hiberno-Norse trade and settlement simple, triangular forms with splaying sides and flat, even slightly
in the area. This depiction of Christ in an almost rigid outstretched convex, unembellished faces, to increasingly narrow forms, with
pose is comparable to a multitude of similar portrayals in 9th- to ever-straighter sides that diverge less and less, approaching and
11th-century Irish metalwork and stone sculpture, which itself has even attaining, the parallel sided form typical of flanged axes. The
roots in even earlier Christian iconography in Ireland. Wirral’s trend is towards slightly dished faces, the edges of the faces are
connections to the Hiberno-Norse world have long been recognised, worked up into slight flanges, and a median bevel is an increasingly
and a case clearly exists for re-examining some of the carvings in a common feature. Decoration...becomes a commonplace...”
more reasoned context, even if this current hypothesis proves to be a
false one. A proper recording programme across Bidston Hill would
be an ideal starting point for this, it’s a long-term and important
task but not something that requires much in the way of resources
to undertake. This may be something which the recently-formed
Bidston Community Archaeological group would be ideal organisers
of as part of some of their wider community activities.
However, as a light-hearted word of caution, a prehistoric ‘phallic
symbol’ was recently reported to the author by a keen-eyed member
of the public – but given that it was found upon the face of an early
20th-century quarry, it has unfortunately been assigned to the not-sorare “Schoolboy Penis” class of sculpture which I’m sure will baffle
archaeologists and ethnographers in years to come, but serves as a
warning to us all that our ‘Bidston Deity’ amongst others may simply
be another example of the work of a bored schoolboy!
Dean Paton

Bronze Age Flat Axe
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Schmidt and Burgess (ibid.) explain that these developments were
in part a function of changing hafting methods - the knee handle,
with forked angled end required a narrower shape to fit snugly
between the prongs of the fork. Furthermore, dished faces and
raised edges made the seating more secure, and the median bevel
reduced the tendency of the axe to be driven up into the fork.
The axe has been recorded on the PAS database www.finds.org.uk/
database as LVPL-37DCA6. It is the only example of a Bronze Age
axe which is recorded on the PAS database.
Savory, H. N., 1980. Guide Catalogue to the Bronze Age
Collections Cardiff : National Museum of Wales.
Rohl, B. and Needham, S.P., 1998. The Circulation of Metal in
the British Bronze Age: The Application of Lead Isotope Analysis
London : British Museum102.
Schmidt, P K and Burgess, C B, 1981. The Axes of Scotland and
Northern England Munich.
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