
 
  

  

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
  
 
 

 

 

Between the Lines 
Land of Oak & Iron Mapping Project Newsletter 

May 2021 
Whilst we are not in a position to announce any dates for the start of physical meetings, this month we are pleased 
to be able to share information about the preparations that are being made towards that goal.  
Our featured article this month turns the “Spotlight on Prudhoe”. We take a look at evidence of early occupation in 
the area, its historic defensive role, the development and heyday of its mining industry and the growth of 
development in the industrial area along the floor of the valley. 

Contact: 
Email: Trust@loit.org.uk 
Website: www.loit.org.uk 
Portal: http://www.landofoakandironlocalhistoryportal.org.uk/

 

Mapping meetings 

This month we have been liaising with staff at The 
Lodge regarding preparations for the resumption of 
physical meetings. As part of that the Trust have 
prepared a Covid-19 Guide for the leaders of LOIT 
activities, such as mapping. The guide is available for 
everybody to read on the LOIT website here and 
some key points which require attendee co-operation 
are shown below. 

• Numbers attending will be limited to ensure social 
distancing requirements can be maintained. 

• Any requirements for masks to be worn, 
stipulated by the venue, must be observed. 

• Places should be booked in advance and 
attendance must be recorded by the Trust. 

• Equipment used must be wiped clean before and 
after the event. 

We don’t at present have any dates arranged but prior 
notice will be given to all volunteers who have 
registered an interest in the mapping activity. 

We are also investigating possible locations for a 
second venue, preferably in the northern part of the 
valley. If you have suggestions for suitable venues 
please let us know. 

We would like to make  anybody using Internet 
Explorer 10 or 11 (IE11 ) aware of Microsoft’s 
intention to end support for the product on 15th June 
2022. Microsoft Edge is the company’s current  
browser and will retain IE11 compatibility until 2029. 

 

Spotlight on Prudhoe 

On the River Tyne branch of the Land of Oak & Iron the 
town of Prudhoe has a long and eventful history. The 
name of Prudhoe is believed to be a derivative of 
“Proud Height” due to its position. Sitting high above 
the River Tyne, on a rocky outcrop, Prudhoe Castle has 
a commanding position over the river, which we will 
hear more about later. An alternative explanation for 
the origin of the name is that it was named after an 
ancient settler, “Prudha” (like the local pronunciation 
of the town’s name) and indicates it was “Prudha’s 
place or ridge”.  

In 1994, before the modern housing development was 
built, field surveys found several Mesolithic worked 
flints on the river terrace to the east of the castle. The 
earliest indication of a more significant human 
presence was the discovery of a bronze age burial 
ground, again to the east of the castle (NGR 
NZ097635). The site lies adjacent to the original route 
of Broomhouse Lane (now largely replaced by the 
modern Castleside Road). The group of stone lined 
graves (cists), (HER N10119) were found when the land 
was being ploughed, in 1847; a time that the area was 
still largely agricultural. More recent archaeological 
investigations of the area have not revealed definite 
evidence of a bronze age settlement; although several 
bronze age finds nearby in the Tyne valley and a further 
cist at Broomhill, between High Mickley and Hedley, 
indicate that  the area was frequented at that time. 

A little further east in the West Wylam area, near a 
section of  Broomhouse Lane which exists today, the 
site of an Iron Age hill fort was identified from aerial 
photographs taken in 1959. The site, which lies 
immediately to the north of the current waste disposal 
facility, together with a rectangular enclosure feature 
that is thought to be of a later date, are recorded as 
monuments in Historic England Research Records, 
references 1443439 and 1443456 (NGR NZ1056463571 
and NZ1058163589 respectively). Examination of 
similar photographs, taken in 1993, shows that the 
areas had been levelled, with the earlier evidence no 
longer being visible. 

Nothing has been found that would throw light on  
activities in the Prudhoe area after the iron age, or of 
any significant Roman presence, until, in 1093, Prudhoe 
became one of twenty-one Northumberland baronies. 
Established to protect the area from invasion by the 
Scots, the barony of Prudhoe was granted to Robert (I) 
de Umfraville who started building the first Prudhoe 
Castle. This early structure is  believed to have been of 
wooden construction with a defensive ditch and timber 
palisade. A stone gatehouse was added early in the 12th 
Century. 

Continued overleaf 

 

© Copyright Land of Oak & Iron Trust, 2021. All rights reserved. 

mailto:volunteer@loit.org.uk
http://www.loit.org.uk
http://www.landofoakandironlocalhistoryportal.org.uk/index.asp
https://loit.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2021/05/LOIT-INFO-Sheet-003-Health-and-Safety-Talks-Walks-2021-May.pdf
https://www.heritagegateway.org.uk/Gateway/Results_Single.aspx?uid=ff106496-8b5f-4032-a31d-334dc4d6471d&resourceID=19191
https://www.heritagegateway.org.uk/Gateway/Results_Single.aspx?uid=1443439&resourceID=19191
https://www.heritagegateway.org.uk/Gateway/Results_Single.aspx?uid=ff106496-8b5f-4032-a31d-334dc4d6471d&resourceID=19191


Coming up: 
Physical meetings are suspended until further 
notice.  
Get in touch with us at: Trust@loit.org.uk if you 
would like to join us in a virtual meeting.  
 

A ford on the river below the Castle was a prime 
crossing point, and the services of the Umfravilles’ were 
called upon when the Scots challenged the English 
kings. Prudhoe Castle survived two sieges by the Scots 
in the late 12th century. The castle’s timber structure 
was subsequently replaced with one built using stone.  
The stone structure was enlarged and extended over 
the following years. 

Ownership of the Castle passed from the Unfravilles to 
the Percy family in the 14th century. By the late 17th 

Century the need for the castle’s defensive role was 
diminished and it went into decline. Residential use of 
the castle continued until 1963. In 1966 the Castle was 
given over to the Crown and is now in the custody of 
English Heritage. It was opened to the public in 1986. 

The castle appears on the John Speed map of 1610 as 
“Pruddo Cast”(le). It is shown as “Pruddoe Castle” and 
being “in ruins” on the Armstong map of 1769. A plan of 
the site, from circa. 1800, shows the extent of its 
grounds. Development of the town at this time was 
limited to the immediate vicinity South Road and a 
population of 186 was recorded in the 1801 census. By 
1851 this had increased to 566. The arrival of coal 
mining in the town would swell the population to 
almost 2,000 by 1871, and the number of homes had 
increased from 70 to 375. 

Coal mining in the Prudhoe area can be traced back to 
the 15th Century although it was not until the 1860s 
that it became a major part of Prudhoe’s history. On the 
1864 Ordnance Survey (OS) 6” to 1 mile map a small 
mining development, to the east, is shown as Prudhoe 
Main, James Pit (coal) (NGR NZ104637). To the west the 
main colliery was Mickley Colliery (NGR NZ072624) and, 
a short distance further south the much smaller 
Mickleybank Colliery (NGR NZ 068615). Development of 
the West Wylam Colliery, just a few hundred yards to 
the west of  James Pit, with its attendant housing, is 
shown on the 1899 edition of the OS map. Whilst the 
Mickley collieries appear to have changed little by this 
time, at Eltringham a further colliery (NGR NZ084630) 
had grown from a small enterprise to a much larger 
one, again with its own housing development nearby. 
Coal mining in the area provided employment for more 
than 2,000 workers at the turn of the century and a 
population of 3901, and 691 homes, was recorded for 
Prudhoe in the 1901 census. Coal mining would remain 
a major source of employment in the town until 1961 
when West Wylam colliery closed. 

As coal was mined, a large quantity of clay was also 
acquired. This clay was suitable for making bricks and at 
both West Wylam and Eltringham sizable brickworks 
were operated. The former was producing 75,000 bricks 
per week when the colliery closed and continued to be 
operated into the 1970s. 

The Prudhoe and District Local History Society website 
contains a more comprehensive history of mining in 
Prudhoe and the surrounding area with several 

anecdotes about working in the pits, and the miner’s 
life if you would like to  read more on this subject. 

Three fords shown on the 1864 OS map (NGR 
NZ085635) between Ovingham, on the north bank of 
the Tyne, and Prudhoe on the south, remained the 
main means of crossing between the two communities 
until the end of 1883 when a bridge was built. The 
narrow, single track bridge, some 500ft (150m) long, 
with a passing place in the middle, crosses the river in 8 
spans. In 1974, it was joined by a pedestrian bridge 
which is almost as wide as the road itself!  

The 1951 OS 1:25,000 map shows a large development, 
labelled “Chemical Works” (NGR NZ096638) to the west 
of West Wylam Colliery. This was the I.C.I. works built in 
1941 to supply ammonium sulphate fertilizers, to boost 
agricultural output, and explosives to support the war 
effort. From 1942, when it was fully operational, it 
provided work for almost 1,000 workers. The site 
continued to be operated until 1967 and during this 
time was responsible for the creation of a large chalk 
mound between the railway line and river (immediately 
to the north of the works (NGR NZ094640)). The chalk 
was a waste product of the fertilizer manufacturing 
process and although large amounts of the chalk were 
transported around the country, for agricultural use, 
there remains an estimated 2.5 million tons on the site. 

This chalk mound was covered over with turf, to 
become the largest area of  chalk grassland in 
Northumberland, and is today recognised as having the 
most extensive and unique selection of fauna and flora 
in the north of England. Known as “The Spetchells” it 
forms part of the Tyne Riverside Country Park, which 
can be accessed from a car park near the south end of 
the Ovingham/Prudhoe bridge. Here the building 
housing the café also serves as a Land of Oak & Iron 
Heritage Centre. Heading east along the riverside paths 
leads to  the impressive Hagg Bank Bridge (NGR 
NZ111642) which crosses the river in a single 73m 
(240ft) span. The bridge is a Grade II listed structure 
(HER 1011919). Opened in 1876 it was primarily used 
for freight, with some local passenger traffic. The bridge 
was closed to rail use in 1968 and now, with the track 
removed, serves as a pedestrian and cycle bridge 
leading to Wylam. 

The I.C.I. works site was subsequently used for the 
Kimberly-Clark papermill, which at the time of its 
opening in 1971, was one of the most modern in 
Europe. Ownership changed, due to concerns about 
competition, in 1996, following the proposed merger of 
Kimberly-Clark  with Scott Paper, and the site came 
under the control of the Swedish company, SCA. A 
further name change to Essity took place in 2017. The 
mill produces a wide range of paper products including 
several household tissue brands. 

In the 2011 census, Prudhoe was recorded as having a 
population of almost 12,000, similar to that of Hexham. 
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