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Transcription of article written by Richard Harland 22.02.2000 and slightly amended by Alan King, plus AK’s reply.
During the years 1860-69 Captain Blake, steward to the Earl of Burlington, resided at Scale House, Rylstone. The adjoining Scale Hill Farm, on which the barrow stands, would be within his domain. In 1863 the centre of the barrow was dug into by the farm tenant, breaking through the coffin and disturbing part of its contents. The following year, Canon William Greenwell, arrived on the scene to make as good an excavation of the previous year’s dig and the techniques of the period allowed.

William Greenwell was born in 1820 at Lanchester, Co. Durham. Among much else vigour in his life he was a mighty angler and became famed among that fraternity for his trout fly Greenwell’s Glory that was first dressed under his direction in about 1853; he was still angling in his 90s and died at 98. He was elected a minor canon of Durham in 1854, and he was appointed Librarian to the Dean and Chapter in 1862, a post he held until 18??
His appointment as librarian marked the commencement in 1862-3 of barrow digging. He made annual forays from March or April to October or November. He was also diligent in the library, transcribing and publishing manuscripts. He excavated 264 barrows, including ours, and published the results in British Barrows (1877). Most were in East Yorkshire; ours, his no. 162, was isolated in the West Riding. What brought him here?

Our barrow’s special feature is that it contained a tree trunk coffin. The Gristhorpe tree trunk coffin displayed in Scarborough museum had been excavated in 1834; 17-year-old W.C. Williamson’s best-selling pamphlet of that year describing it was running through its second edition. In 1861 three tree trunk coffins had been found in Jutland; in one the body had been clad in cap, cloak and leggings of woven wool. But what must surely have fired Greenwell’s rivalry was the discovery of one at Tanfield by the Rev. W.C. Lukis in 1864.

Lukis was an able archaeologist and had in 1858 published his work on Breton megaliths. From 1855-62 he was a rector in Wiltshire, where he researched into that county’s antiquities. In 1862 he moved north to become rector of Wath. We are told that Greenwell was collaborating with him in West Yorkshire in 181164. The Scale Hill tenant had dug enough to indicate thathere was another tree trunk coffin. Who was his informant? Might it have been the Rector of Burnsall, the Rev. William Bury M.A., whose rectory was Burnsall but whose cure comprised Rylstone? Or the Earl of Burlington? It is tempting, however, to see Captain Blake as the local contact. His professional duties left him with leisure as well as wealth, such as enabled him only a couple of years later to add four towers to Scale House. But for his own reputation one hopes it was not he who got the tenant digging.
By whatever means word reached Greenwell, he acted swiftly.

The barrow had a diameter of 30 feet and a height of 5 feet, with an encircling ditch. Currently its diameter is almost 50 feet with a smooth profile and no vestige of a ditch, so it has been “landscaped”. Not only that, but Greenwell left there, instead of the burial, a lead tablet recording its opening in A.D. 1864. (? here in script margin)

Stratified above the coffin Greenwell found (despite the tenant’s dig) a layer of clay, finer than that of the remainder of the barrow, lying under a stratum of dark soil with much charcoal, and on the top a layer of flat stones. (At Gristhorpe a layer of branches lay over the coffin, so might the “charcoal” be the remains of a similar horizon which had been burned?) The coffin was formed of the trunk of an oak tree split in two and then hollowed out, the marks of the tool still showing, to give a cavity of 6’ 4” by a foot. Overall the coffin was 7 feet by almost 2 feet. At each end the tree trunk had been cut off and then partly rounded but otherwise the natural surface of the timber remained.
“The corpse had been enveloped in a woollen fabric, enough of which remained to show that it had reached from head to foot” but it was “impossible to recover any but small pieces of it”, wrote Greenwell. He noted the absence of anything like a button or other fastening, and indeed he found no other artefacts in the coffin or the mound itself.
The Gristhorpe burial had a bronze knife with a pommel made (it is said) of whalebone. At Tanfield there was a “food vessel”. In Loose Howe, on the North Yorkshire Moors, there was found in 1937 a flat bronze dagger with a tree trunk coffin. On the South Downs and in Wiltshire bronze daggers have been found with such coffins. The indications are that the Scale Hill burial came late in the Early Bronze Age. Tree trunk coffins are scarce; I am aware of five in Yorkshire and four elsewhere in Britain. Most are of oak and preserved perhaps by the tannin.
In the Craven Museum we have only a few inches of the fabric (how many inches?) and about 7” of black oak, maybe tidied up with a saw, that formed part of the coffin. The accessions register does not reveal how it came to us; the item is interlineated in a different hand and not dated. The whole of Greenwell’s own vast collection from his digging is in the British Museum and it includes none of the timber; its sole artefacts from this barrow are three textile fragments, the longest 13cm., enough to analyse the weave. Maybe our fragments were given by Greenwell to Blake as mementos, which he left at Scale House and thence found their way to our own museum.
For this Barrow the BM catalogue cites Greenwell’s papers in the 1865 Archaeological Journal on “ancient grave-hills in the North (sic) Riding of Yorkshire”.

A further man involved was J. Barnard Davis F.S.A., a medical doctor who must have been already working with John Thurnham (another collaborator of Greenwell’s) on their joint Crania Britannica (1865). In The Reliquary of 1865 he published an informative account of Greenwell’s excavation, comparing it with the Jutland ones, and anticipating Greenwell’s own publication of the barrow in 1877. He clearly had Greenwell’s permission, for he stated that Greenwell had “kindly” given him information about the textile, and he includes a drawing of a tiny square.
The above has been compiled from –
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The Field May 1943 p.482 about Greenwell’s Glory;
Dictionary of National Biography;

T.G. Manby in YAS Archaeology Group Bulletin and YAJ 42 (1967-70), 254. (RH has the YAS cutting but has lost the date.)
Alan King’s reply, abridged:
The coffin cavity is 6’4” x 12” x ? – is the third dimension always missing?  If the cavity is 12” wide, a fully grown person would hardly fit and as the external measurement of the coffin is 7’ x  2’ do we interpret that as 7 feet by 2 feet wide. If we dwell on the 12” aspect and take is as the depth then 2 portions would give 24” cavity x 24” x 6’4”.  (Sketch in original.) 

The issue is whether the shroud wrapped a recently deceased body or just the skeletal remains after a period of excarnation.

In the 1970s an oak coffin was excavated at the Jubilee Tower viewpoint beside the Lancaster/Trough of Bowland road a little east of Quernmore . It contained a woollen shroud (AK has photos). It’s in two parts as presumably it was just too short and so they cut off a bit to wrap up the feet. When cleaned the hair, finger nails and nails washed out. A C14 date gave somewhere 660-670 A.D, so they called it an Anglo-Saxon burial in a dugout canoe. (This is not widely accepted.) It would be Early Bronze Age. If there is 7’ of timber then dendrochronology would be a non-destructive way of dating the oak.
AK also mentions pollen analysis at Eshton Tarn (not far away) and a bronze rapier from Flasby Fell and says that a 6” map of the Scale House neighbourhood would help set the scene.
