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Introduction

The very range of landscapes, properties and artefacts for which the National Trust cares inclines the
work of its archaeologists to be broader and more varied than is expected by the public. Recent work
at two properties in Yorkshire has concentrated on an unusual archaeological investigative method —
recovery of objects from beneath the floors of standing buildings. The discovery of “strange things”
(such as boots, mummified cats and occasionally hidden treasure) in the course of building works,
usually by builders, is nothing new, but the development of archaeological techniques for investigation
and recording (not to mention devising “deposit formation models”) is more novel. This is timely, as
many rooms where such remains may be found have already been restored without archaeological
involvement and much material cleaned out and thrown away. The untouched examples have the
potential to provide a fascinating bridge into the lives of the houses’ previous occupants, and need
careful investigation and recording.

In all four recently studied examples, floors were lifted so that worn boards could be replaced and
joists tightened or repaired, though floor spaces are also disturbed for other structural repair works.
The rooms in question were the Dining and Drawing Rooms at East Riddlesden Hall, near Keighley,
and the West Bedroom (together with an attic room) at Nunnington Hall in Ryedale. Both houses are
of sixteenth-century origin, and although all bore evidence of many phases of disturbance in the past,
each had added to the artefact assemblage. The advent of cheap vacuum cleaners as an adjunct to
floor repair work has put an end to this accumulative process, and usually facilitated the complete loss
of the historical record.

Methodology

Ideally, the archaeological process commences with a detailed record of the floor before it is lifted, in
particular identifying where any large gaps are. The distribution of objects recovered can later be
compared with this, helping to explain where the concentrations are, and identify interesting
anomalies, for example where there are objects but no gap. With the floorboards up recovery of
objects can commence; techniques for this will varying depending on how much dust or soil exists
between the voids, and how moist it is. Usually, it is so dry that it must be brushed away with a soft
brush, while looking for objects under strong artificial light. Finds are recorded on a grid system,
defined by the gaps between joists, subdivided into one metre or 50cm intervals. Special objects, or
clusters of objects, can be recorded in more detail where they are considered to be significant. Finally,
the dust is removed with a dustpan, and can be sieved to recover the smaller items.

Just under 1600 objects were recovered from the two rooms at East Riddlesden, and closer to 2000
at Nunnington. These ranged enormously in character, from larger items of household waste and
building rubble deliberately discarded under the floorboards, through smaller ones dropped, swept
and sometimes pushed through cracks, to ecofacts left by the house’s non-human residents, but still
reflecting the life of the building and its environs.

Workmens' waste...

The different classes of object reflect a range of “deposit formation processes” and therefore
contribute to our knowledge of the life of the building in many different ways. At the coarsest level
there is the material relating to building works. Human nature changes little over the centuries; it has
always been easier to “lose” off-cuts, waste and rubbish from building works under the floorboards
than it is to tidy up and take it off the site. This material is still of historical interest, providing clues
about the history of the room. Large pieces of seventeenth-century moulded ceiling plaster at East
Riddlesden hinted at pre-National Trust repairs, while the debris — including cigarette packets — left by
electricians in the early 1920s at Nunnington provided a fascinating insight into the early days of rural
electricity, including wooden and Bakerlite equipment.



National Trust Annual Archaeological Review 2003/04

@igarette pack left by workmen in the early 1920s@The National Trust)

Domestic waste

Building waste is not the only material too large to have accidentally ended up under the floorboards.
At East Riddlesden there was much domestic waste, mainly pottery, with some bone and occasional
metal objects. Modern refuse collection blinds us to the problems of rubbish disposal in earlier
centuries. While some debris may have again have been left by builders, larger concentrations must
be household rubbish disposal. Even humble rubbish, though, can tell us a great deal about the social
life of the household, how it ate, where it purchased its domestic equipment and when. The pottery
included a broken bowl showing scenes of the British Army in Crimea. This, and other datable
material, showed that the rubbish had been put under the floor some time shortly after the 1850s,
probably in an effort to fill up the floor voids, either to close them up as rat runs or to reduce drafts.

The status and use of rooms and spaces...

As well as the social status information derived from the objects themselves, the fact that rubbish
could be deposited in this way comments on the social standing of the room and indeed the house.
By 1850 East Riddlesden had lost its early high status and had become a relatively modest
farmhouse. Unfortunately for the archaeological record, social status probably also reflected in the
state of repair of floors. Tight, well-maintained flooring minimises the number of objects lost by
accident (though it does not preclude the dumping of waste, especially by builders) so we will never
find objects reflecting the life of the grander room of the great houses. Nor will we see the very poor;
note the results from the attic room — low status servant's accommodation — at Nunnington where
virtually no personal items were found.

Deliberately hidden deposits
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Before finishing with objects deposited deliberately, one should consider the rather rarer category of
objects hidden and not recovered, or serving superstitious purposes. Superstitious walling up, or
flooring over, of shoes has been a feature of builder’s practice since at least late medieval times,
though the exact significance of ritual varies over time and from place to place. More inhumanely,
walling up of cats seems to have served similar purposes — though thankfully examples of neither
practice were found during the recent projects. Floor voids can also provide useful hiding places,
which are not always fully emptied. At Nunnington papers, apparently from the period of Lord
Preston’s ownership at the time of the Glorious Revolution in 1688, were found beside a first floor
fireplace in 1984.

How rooms were used

Rather more significant to social history are the smaller objects that ended up falling between
floorboards or under the skirting-boards. These directly reflect the life and activities in the life of the
room, and their distribution across it can even show which areas were used for which purposes. This
is a scale of contact with past residents rarely available from any other source of evidence. It can
confirm or contradict, but usually augment, our existing understanding. However, distribution patterns
need careful interpretation, and certain predictable effects must be screened out. For example
sweeping moves dust (and small objects) to the edges of a room, and any gaps between the floor and
skirting board. Because of this, concentrations of objects may well be greater at room edges. Bigger
gaps between floorboards will also admit more objects, hence the importance of recording the floor
prior to removal. Flooring itself may even present other useful clues, such as previous repairs, or
patterns of wear suggesting the position of furniture or areas of more intense activity.

The influence of children
Children’s presence in a room can leave profound and
delightful traces in the archaeological record. Past
social conventions restricted children’'s access to
rooms, far more than is the case today. Both the East
Riddlesden Drawing Room and the Nunnington West
Bedroom, had clearly been in childrens’ permitted
spheres at different points in the past. The delights of
“posting” or dropping object between floorboards has
clearly appealed to every successive generation.
Victorian children in the Drawing Room deposited no
fewer than 31 ceramic marbles, together with an
assortment of pewter doll's house furnishings, a
ceramic doll's face and even a model pistol. There
were probably more tears before bedtime over these
than for the graphite slate pencils (with attendant
overtones of education) that joined the toys beneath the
boards. Nunnington’s children played in their room some 30-
40 years later. They had a number of wooden toys - building
blocks, chess pieces, boardgame counters and model
soldiers — which found their way beneath the boards,
especially near the window seat (where a particularly ill-fitting
skirting board no doubt helped). Other gaps in the floorboards
provided another attraction; in two places playing cards were
“posted” through the gaps — presumably on a rainy afternoon.
Members of the donor family still live in the village, and visited
the property while the archaeological investigation was
underway; despite the relatively recent finds, they had no idea
at all that this had ever been a child’s room.

@uilding blocks, chess pieces and
playing cards were found below ill-
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fitting skirting boards at Nunnington@The National Trust)

The role of sewing

Sewing also makes a significant contribution to the archaeological record. Surprisingly, quite a
collection of sewing equipment was found in the Dining Room at East Riddlesden, all of it close to the
windows, where the light was best. Delightfully, the objects reflected a broad span of the house’s
history. The earliest were probably eighteenth-century, hand-made needles and pins, but finds dated
all the way through to a modern steel stocking needle and crochet hook. The house came to the Trust
with no indigenous objects; it is today shown with a range of seventeenth-century furnishings,
especially embroideries. As a result it has become a centre for fabric-based arts. The modern needles
come from NT sewing exhibitions, which together with the “Please do not sit on this chair” notice,
accurately reflect late twentieth century use of the room in the archaeological record!

An even wider range of sewing items came from the Drawing Room, including small scissors,
thimbles, a French-braid bobbin and cotton reels (some with cotton surviving). Here analysis of the
distribution pattern seemed to have let us down; the objects were not found close to the windows, but
more towards the centre of the room. This was perplexing, until it was realised that the Drawing Room
window was south-facing, unlike the east-facing Dining Room. Light naturally entered further into it,
allowing the sewers to sit closer to the fire! Many of the sewing items seemed to be Victorian in date,
by when better illumination from oil lamps had become available.
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@ small pair of scissors was among sewing articles found below the drawing room floor at East
Riddlesden@The National Trust)

At Nunnington, the bedroom had also been used for sewing. One of the commonest types of objects
recovered were copper alloy pins, of which several hundred were collected. These came in three
sizes — around two inches long, just short of an inch and about half an inch — suggesting differing
functions. In the best lit area, by the window seat, pins were found in association with other sewing
items — small scissors, thimbles and needles. However, they also spread into other parts of the room,
including a strong concentration in the most poorly lit corner, on the whole without the other sewing
related items. In explanation, one must recall that before the invention of zips, press studs or velcro
clothes were much more commonly fastened with pins. The other concentrations perhaps represent
the location of dressing tables where pins would be dropped routinely. Small bone or mother-of-pearl
buttons were also found. Clothing use probably also explains the larger and smaller pin sizes, which
would have been of limited value in sewing.

The social use of rooms

Another aspect of the East Riddlesden finds confirmed differential social use of rooms. The Dining
Room yielded a number of fragments of clay tobacco pipe stems. These were all around two inches
long — quite long, as fragments go, and quite uniform, possibly reflecting the “hygienic” habit of
shapping a section off a pipe before sharing the tobacco with another smoker. By contrast only a few
small and abraded fragments (probably from the rubbish deposits) were found in the Drawing Room.
The Dining Room fragments were all found in a tight arc around the fireplace. In other words the
artefacts fossilised the moment in the evening when the ladies withdrew to the Drawing Room, while
the men remained, to enjoy a pipe of tobacco from easy chairs around the fire.

®esiccated orange peel from Nunnington§The National Trust)

Natural deposits or 'Ecofacts’

A final common category of find is the ecofact — natural rather than man-made objects. These can
again relate to the social use of rooms, principally in the form of food remains. Not surprisingly the
East Riddlesden Dining Room provided the highest proportion of food bone waste in its assemblage.
Desiccated orange peel and even a fragment of crab claw were found from the Nunnington bedroom.
More exotic shells at both sites were more likely from shell collections than food waste.

But most ecofacts were not from human food. Floor voids are living space for many creatures, not
least rats and mice.
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@heir remains are found as both disjointed bones and desiccated corpses, while bones from food
waste are often profoundly gnawed (and may even have been dragged there) by rodents.&The
National Trust)

The mice at Nunnington were particularly industrious, hauling huge quantities of seeds and fruits from
the garden to the first floor bedroom and even into the attic. Around twenty separate species have
already been identified, and number of which are no longer to be found in the Hall's gardens.

Floor voids as store houses of social history

National Trust houses are renowned as repositories of the nation’s treasures, in show room after
show room. Until now the role of floor-voids as valuable, complex and highly vulnerable storehouses
of social history has been largely overlooked. The power of the humble objects found there that
connect today’s visitors with the past should not be under-estimated. They do not commonly tell the
“big” stories of architectural or art history (though the discovery of a fragment of seventeenth-century
wall cladding at Nunnington was of considerable Art Historical note), but little else can speak so
eloquently of the lives lived in the house in the past.

®@ater seventeenth century wall cladding, formed from embossed leather, painted with rather gaudy
colours!@The National Trust)

These are objects of which every visitor has some experience, some direct association. And for a
house like East Riddlesden, donated bare of contents in 1934, they may be the only indigenous
objects we have.



