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1.  Introduction 

 
Figure 1: View of the excavation in progress at the Dixon’s Yard site, 2004/5 

In 2004/5 York Archaeological Trust undertook an archaeological excavation at Dixon’s Yard, 
33 Walmgate, York (see cover image). In the 19th century, this site was occupied by 
the Walker Foundry, York’s most prestigious iron foundry whose products were sent as far 
afield as London, Mauritius and India (Malden 1976, 37). Buildings and other features 
belonging to the foundry were uncovered, adding details to the general plan of the site 
which was known from the first edition OS map of 1852, shown here in Figure 2. 

 

Figure 2: Walmgate in 1852 showing the two sites occupied by the Walker Foundry during 
its lifetime. 33 Walmgate is on the left, and 76 Walmgate is the foundry on the right-hand 

side of the image (York Historic Towns Atlas/YAT) 
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A large quantity of artefacts was encountered during the excavation, not least around 1100 
fragments of ironwork. This group includes machinery components, tools, failed castings, 
offcuts and by-products of casting, fittings and various products or parts of products. These 
were recorded and identified as part of the post-excavation process. That initial assessment 
recommended further work to fully describe and illustrate the ironwork in order to better 
understand the nature of the assemblage and the processes occurring on site. 

By 2014/15 the ironwork was in a poor state of preservation. Combined with the volume of 
material and the sheer size of some of the fragments, the assemblage presented a pressing 
problem for curators. It was recognised that the assemblage provided a very valuable insight 
into the operation of the Walker Foundry and that this material warranted further 
investigation. Better understanding of the assemblage would also enable the identification 
of key pieces, and allow rationalisation where there were multiple identical objects. 
 
This further investigation of the assemblage has been completed as part of the Museum 
Resilience-funded work undertaken by York Archaeological Trust in 2015. The need to re-
evaluate the Walker assemblage has been used as a springboard for looking at York’s 19th-
century industrial heritage and the city’s iron industry in particular. An additional strand of 
this project was to undertake a pilot study which aims to record products of the York 
foundries that survive in streets and buildings across the city. This report describes the work 
undertaken and the results obtained as part of this project before going on to suggest 
further work on this topic. 

2.  The Walker Foundry 

A full history or the Walker foundry has been written by the historian John Malden 
(1976). The ornate cover of this publication is reproduced in Figure 3. This brief summary is 
drawn from that work. It intends to provide only the key details as background information 
to the foregoing discussion about the foundry site and the ironwork uncovered during the 
excavation.  

John Walker learnt his trade as an apprentice to Gibson, another founder who had a shop in 
Pavement and a foundry at Dixon’s Yard. By 1829 Walker and Gibson had gone into 
partnership. In 1837 Walker bought Gibson out and took over the foundry site at Dixon’s 
Yard. An advert dating to from the 1840s lists the wide variety of products that the 
foundry made, over 15 items from stoves and safes to fountains and machinery. 
However, a particular speciality of the foundry seems to have been gates and railings. 
Many were supplied for properties in York, as well as for large houses in the local area. 
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Figure 3: The cover of Malden’s report, as published by Yorkshire Architectural and York 
Archaeological Society (1976) 

 

It was the production of ornate gates that made Walker his name on a national level. In 
1845/46 he won the commission to manufacture the gates for Kew Gardens (see Figure 4). 
This was his first work of national importance and it gained him royal recognition. In 1847 
John Walker was appointed ‘iron founder and purveyor of smiths work to her most gracious 
Majesty the Queen (Malden 1976, 38). 
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Figure 4: The Walker gates at Kew Gardens (© Rachel Cubitt) 

 

In 1850 John moved his foundry operation to a large site at 76 Walmgate, which he 
named the Victoria Foundry, perhaps as a nod to his royal appointment. The foundry 
continued to operate here until around 1923, passing after John’s death in 1853 to his 
son William Thomlinson, and in turn to his son, John Richard, in 1911. 

The Dixon’s Yard foundry was sold in 1856. Particulars at the time of sale described the site 
which had an asking price of £1000: 
 

The dwelling house contains on the Ground Floor – two sitting rooms, two 
kitchens, larder and store rooms; on the First Floor – four bedrooms, a bath 
room and a sleeping room for the servants. The necessary out offices are 
attached. The business premises contain several large and extensive 
warehouses, smiths’ shops and chambers beside a large building which was used 
as the foundry. There are also convenient and extensive counting houses, a large 
yard, stables, cowhouse, harness room, hay chamber and piggeries. The entire 
premises contains an area of 1639 square yards or thereabouts, with a 
frontage to the River Foss of 82½ feet (Malden 1976, 39). 

 

How the Dixon’s Yard site was used in the six-year period after the main operation moved to 
76 Walmgate is one of the many unanswered questions pertaining to the site. Certainly a 
large quantity of ironwork appears to have been left behind, most likely used to fill in large 
holes such as the casting pit before the site was sold. It is not known whether this 
material originated at Dixon’s Yard or was brought from 76 Walmgate to level the site at 
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the time of sale. 

It should be noted that after the site was sold by the Walkers, it is known to have been used 
by two other founders at various points in its history. The trade directories for York show 
that in 1876 part of the site was occupied by William Bagnall, Iron Founder (McComish nd, 
9), From 1920 to 1939 Robert Robson and Son, iron founders, are listed as having a 
presence in Dixon’s Yard (McComish nd, 10). Nothing is known about their business and 
therefore what traces they may have left on the site. 

3.  Previous work on the excavated ironwork 

At the time of excavation, the ironwork was assessed by Dr Ailsa Mainman of York 
Archaeological Trust and Dr Paul Belford of Ironbridge Trust. In order to assist with 
identifying the ironwork, the owners of two iron foundries were also invited to look at the 
assemblage. Both of these foundries still used traditional methods and produced a similar 
range of products using techniques that have changed little since the 19th century. The 
results of the assessment are included in the excavation report (Santana et al. 2006). 
Except for the information added to the object database, no other notes relating to 
this work survive. 

Belford and Mainman devised a methodology for assessing the ironwork which involved 
mechanically removing some of the corrosion products that obscured the original shape 
of the objects. This allowed more accurate identifications and the original dimensions of 
the object to be measured (Santana et al. 2006, 87). Each fragment was given a small find 
number and added to the YAT artefact database along with measurements and 
descriptions. Digital images were taken, often of groups of similar objects, and these were 
also added to the database. 

The report states that where objects were too fragmentary, or disintegrated during this 
process, they were discarded (Santana et al. 2006, 87). Other objects were packaged and 
sent to the conservation lab for x- radiography and further investigation. The rest of the 
assemblage remained in a YAT store close to the excavation site on Walmgate. Discussion 
with the recipient museum for this material indicated that little of the archive would be 
required for accessioning beyond a few representative pieces (Santana et al. 2006, 

88). Therefore, it was concluded that beyond stabilising the material for long enough to 
permit analysis and recording there was little value in conserving this material (ibid.). 

The nature of the assemblage as uncovered by the assessment work was reported in the 
excavation report as a summary list of the key objects identified. These are repeated here in 
Table 1. 
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Tools, foundry equipment and fittings: 

• furnace components including firebars 
• hammer heads 
• files and chisels 
• spanners and wrenches 
• spikes and wedges 
• nails, bolts and washers 
• iron crucibles and melting pots 
• lock fittings and keys 
• culvert covers (some including re-used failed 

castings) 
• large wheel cog fragments and other 

machine components 
• ? casting box fragments and braces 
• bars/?ingots 
• lifting tools 
• ‘runners and risers’ (part of the casting 

process but not part of the cast object) 
• weights and weight plates 

Products:  

Railings: 

• triangular, round, square and 
rectangular cross-section railing 
cut-offs exist 

• possible railing finials (3–4 types) 
• supports/fixings 
• top bar cut-offs 
• base parts – bars and discs 

 
Ovens and ranges: 

• shaped firebacks of different 
types 

• possible range doors, some 
decorated 

• large flat plates – components of 
ranges? 

• shaped bars and supports from 
front of ranges 

• grill fragment 

Other: 
 
• weights (including very large ?clock weights, small ‘shop’ weights, window sash 

weights) 
• spikes – railway spikes? 
• domestic vessels including griddle, cooking pots, bucket-shaped vessels 
• small plate fragments 
• shoe last 
• bindings from barrels or casks 
• pipes 
• buckles 
• agricultural equipment 

Table 1: Summary of the Dixon’s Yard ironwork assemblage (from Santana et al. 2006, 
89–90) 

4.  The resilience project 

The bulk of the ironwork assemblage remained in the Walmgate store until YAT quit 
those premises in 2013. The ironwork was packaged for transportation and taken to the 
new collections store at Huntington Road. The volume and condition of the assemblage 
meant that it warranted urgent work to identify the key items that should be retained and 
to separate out material that could be discarded once it had been fully recorded, the 
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intended result being a smaller, more manageable assemblage containing the items of real 
value for further study and archiving. 

This work was included as one the resilience projects undertaken by YAT as it was felt to 
meet the aims of the grant in two key ways: firstly in making the collection more accessible, 
in this case creating an intelligible and user-friendly assemblage; secondly, in extending 
knowledge of the collection by looking at assemblages from eras of York’s history that that 
have not already benefited from thorough research. 

York’s 19th-century industrial past is certainly an area that has not been subject to much 
previous research. Although it is not thought of as an industrial city, York supported a 
number of different manufacturing industries in the 19th century. Of these, the iron 
industry has arguably left the greatest mark on our modern streetscape, with numerous 
products of the York foundries still surviving around the city in the form of street furniture 
(lamp posts, drain covers, gates and railings, to name but a few) as well as fire places and 
kitchen ranges inside private and public buildings. 

An additional strand of the resilience project was to undertake a pilot survey of the 
ironwork surviving around the city. A relatively large proportion of the city’s street 
furniture bears the name of York founders. These surviving items are sometime the best, or 
in some cases, the only evidence for what a foundry was producing. However, these are a 
diminishing resource as items are continually under threat from removal due to 
redevelopment or repair works. There is currently no record of this material. 

In particular, it was hoped that the survey would encounter products of the Walker 
foundry. The Walkers were very keen to add their name to their products, either as part of 
the casting itself or as an applied badge, presumably a key method of advertising their 
wares. As the foundry passed through the generations, the name plates change to 
incorporate the initials of the sons. Therefore it is possible to link products to a particular 
era of the foundry. 

The long-term intention of the survey is to try to make a catalogue of Walker products, a 
valuable resource to compare to the products from the excavation assemblage. This might 
start to address some of the issues around the origin of the iron objects recovered during 
the excavation. Are they products of John Walker’s operation at Dixon’s Yard? Were they 
from the Victoria Foundry and dumped onto the site at Dixon’s Yard to make up ground 
before the land was sold? Were they made and discarded by either of the two other 
founders who occupied this site later in its history? The survey and its results are discussed 
further on in this report. 
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5.  Methodology adopted for the current work 

It was clear that many of the fragments of ironwork that had been stored at the Walmgate 
store had deteriorated and much of the labelling had been lost, meaning that most of 
the fragments were now without the unique small find numbers allocated during the 
original assessment. In order to get back to some of the original descriptions and 
identifications it was decided to attempt to reunite these objects with their original unique 
numbers. This was done through a process of elimination based on comparing a 
combination of measurements, description and context information to the surviving 
ironwork (Figure 5). Where necessary, the database records were enhanced with extra 
descriptive information and notes as to why an object was considered to belong to a 
particular number. It should be noted that the much better lighting conditions in the new 
store compared to Walmgate meant that occasionally additional features of an object were 
noted and some new identifications were made on that basis. 
 

 

Figure 5:  Elements of the Dixon’s Yard assemblage under scrutiny 
 

It was recognised that this process was unlikely to have 100% success; therefore it was only 
pursued up to the point where the expected returns were outweighed by the work 
required. Problems encountered were that some of the measurements were now too large 
as further corrosion of the ironwork had led to more corrosion products and the original 
surface being lost. Some items were known to have been discarded in 2005 but it was not 
always clear from the records which ones these were. Some of the descriptions used 
proved to be unhelpful in this process: the term rod appears to have been used to 
record a diverse range of items for which other keywords might have been more 
appropriate. Finally, some of the objects, such as the staples or the L-shaped objects, were 
so similar in shape and size that it was not possible to work out which of the potential small 
find numbers belonged to which item. Assigning them to small find numbers at random 
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meant also assigning them to a context number. As this might prove misleading in further 
assessment of the site it was not undertaken. 

Following this exercise, objects which had not been reconciled to a small find number 
were recorded on the YAT database as bulk finds, often in groups where there were 
duplicates. Using this number sequence makes them immediately recognisable as items 
that could not be reconciled to their original small find number on the basis of the 
information available. Where object had labels with context numbers or other information 
this was included in the database records. Many of the objects were totally unlabelled and 
so were recorded as unstratified (context 0). Anyone working with the assemblage in the 
future must be aware of the probability that many of the objects are recorded twice, as a 
small find and a bulk find. Specific details about the recording procedure have been 
included in the site archive. 

All of the ironwork was photographed using professional photography and the file names 
captioned with the object numbers. The photography also allowed metadata such as 
keywords and date ranges to be attached to the images. Figure 6 provides an example of 
the sort of image taken. 
 

 

Figure 6:  One of the fireplace components, bulk find 378 
 

Decisions were then made as to which fragments should be retained as part of the 
archive. This was based on value judgements relating to the iron objects themselves. It 
should be noted that no reference was made to the stratigraphic information from the 
excavation during this process. The stratigraphy is very complex and as much of the 
ironwork is described as having been dumped on the site it is likely that the context in which 
the material was found is not related to the production and use of these items. 

It was decided to retain everything that might be a product of the foundry, whether finished 
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or part finished, along with any failed castings or other casting debris. Unique items were 
retained. Items that were encountered in large quantities were sampled. Objects that were 
clearly very modern or unrelated to the foundry, such as a modern oil gun, were discarded. 
Items in very poor states of preservation were discarded unless they were deemed of value 
according to the criteria above. Any items retained were packaged to provide suitable 
physical and environmental protection in long-term storage. 

6.  Results 

The work to link objects with their original small find numbers was reasonably successful, 
with 238 small finds being identified. In addition, 155 new bulk find records were created 
for objects whose numbers couldn’t be worked out. Therefore, 393 object records, 
including both small finds and bulk finds, were either updated or created in the course of 
this project. This is roughly one-third of the original total number of iron small finds. As 
many of the bulk finds records refer to multiple objects it is not possible to say with ease 
how many individual iron objects were seen in the course of this project. However, it is 
likely that over half of the original assemblage has been handled. It can only be assumed 
that the remainder of the original assemblage had already been discarded in 2005 or had 
disintegrated to such a state in the intervening time that these fragments were 
unrecognisable in 2015. 

Comparing the assemblage as it appears in 2015 to the nature of the assemblage as 
described in 2005 (see Table 1, above) shows that the vast majority of object types 
described are still represented. Some items seem to be no longer represented, such as the 
runners and risers from the casting process. However, this may simply be owing to objects 
having been misidentified in the 2015 work. Similarly pieces described as agricultural 
equipment may have been recorded but are unrecognisable without specialist input. 

In some instances, new identifications have been made owing to the better lighting in the 
Huntington Road store. Crucially a number of previously unrecognised foundry products 
were recorded, such as the railing fragment bulk find 377, shown in Figure 7. These are all 
items that can be sought in the ironwork survey. 
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Figure 7: Railing fragment bulk find 377, probably previously identified as a rod 

Of the objects handled as part of this work, 92 of the small finds have been discarded along 
with 86 of the groups of bulk finds. These figures reflect the fact that there was a high 
degree of duplication among the assemblage and additionally that some of the fragments 
were in such a poor state of preservation that it was sensible to simply record and discard 
them. 

7.  The ironwork recording survey 

The second element of the project was the initiation of a survey of the ironwork in the 
streets of York. As Walker’s were known particularly for their railings and gates it was 
decided to focus on street furniture. Previous pilot work by the author had shown that it 
was possible to undertake such a recording exercise with groups who had a wide variety of 
ages and who had no experience of such work. Given the volume of the material surviving 
in the streets of York, crowd sourcing data on these products offer the ideal methodology 
to cover large areas of the city more quickly than any one person could. 

A formal recording sheet was developed to ensure that all of the key details were recorded 
for each piece of ironwork encountered; this is shown in Appendix 1. This included 
standard keywords to describe the various pieces of ironwork encountered. Items were 
numbered in the field to allow reference between different pieces. Photographs, including a 
scale, were taken and captioned in the photographic studio to record which items they 
show. The number sequence was given the prefix YSFS (York Street Furniture Survey) and 
the data archived with YAT under the same project number as the original Dixon’s Yard 
excavation. 
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The recording team comprised around ten volunteers, all with an interest in heritage but 
with varying background experience of archaeology and survey work. The team met twice 
during the lifetime of the resilience project, recoding 46 pieces of ironwork on Priory 
Street, Bishophill, and 28 items in St Saviourgate. The recording system proved workable. 
Suggestions made by participants at the end of session one led to some improvements of 
the recording sheets that were welcomed by those involved in session two. Everyone 
involved in the project said that they had enjoyed the experience. Many commented that 
they had a new appreciation for street furniture and in the future would take more time to 
notice these items as they moved around the city. 

The recording sessions encountered two items of ironwork from the Walker foundry. Both 
were identified due to having the Walker name cast into them. A drainage grate in Priory 
Street was recorded which bore the legend W. Walker York, cast into the bars of the grate 
(see Figure 8). This dates from the period when the foundry was operated by John’s son 
William and was therefore most likely cast at the Victoria Foundry rather than at the 
Dixon’s Yard site. 

 

Figure 8: A street drainage grate made by the Walker Foundry. YSFS 30 
 

In St Saviourgate the survey encountered a larger quantity of ironwork produced by the 
Walker foundry, namely the gates and railings of the Unitarian Chapel. Figure 9 shows the 
gates and gate posts. The gates each have the legend ‘John Walker York’ cast into the 
outermost upright bar. The railings do not have the Walker name. However, as the finial 
or railing head design is the same as others in York that are known to be Walker products 
it is a fairly safe assumption that they were also produced at the foundry. 
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Figure 9: The gates and gate posts of the York Unitarian Chapel, St Saviourgate. YSFS 119 

 

One of the very interesting features of these gates was the fixings. Their open work nature 
means that it is possible to see how they are fixed together using a series of nuts, bolts and 
washers that are very similar to those seen among the ironwork from the excavation, 
although it has not been possible within the scope of this work to compare the size of these 
items. This similarity does not serve to prove definitively that those particular excavated 
fragments are a Walker product, it strengthens the argument that they might relate to that 
period of foundry operation on the site. 

8.  Conclusion 

As a result of this work the assemblage is recorded to a higher level and has become a 
concise, well-ordered and useable assemblage. There is a full suite of captioned 
photographs of all of the items encountered in the course of this work. In this respect the 
project has been a great success, securing this important archive for the future. 

The street furniture survey was also a success in that it has proved that these group 
recording sessions are a workable method for collecting data about street furniture. Rate of 
recording was slow however, something that will perhaps change with time as the group 
participating in the exercise both grows in number and becomes more experienced. 
Alternative methods of recording more objects in less detail could be considered if it is 
deemed necessary to speed up the recording process. Despite the relatively small number of 
objects recorded by the survey, compared to the overall amount of ironwork in the city, 
observations such as those made in the results section above confirm that there is real 
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potential for the survey data to improve our understanding of the assemblage from Dixon’s 
Yard. 

9.  Recommendations for further work 

In terms of the excavated ironwork, it is recommended that all of the fragments kept 
following this project work be retained in the long term. Excavated ironwork is inherently 
unstable and as the work progressed it became clear that the intervention of a conservator 
was required to ensure that some of the key pieces continue to survive in a stable 
condition in the years to come. Key objects requiring attention have been notified to the 
conservation department. These should be consolidated and packaged at the earliest 
opportunity. 

The Dixon’s Yard excavation also produced a small quantity of slag and fragments of 
fired clay. In addition, a number of industrial residues were collected and recorded as soil 
samples. It is recommended that all of these items be retained pending further study. They 
constitute a valuable source of evidence as to the actual processes undertaken by foundries 
in the 19th century. These are poorly understood and have been identified as an area for 
future research (Bayley et al. 2008, 69). Furthermore, a small number of the iron vessels 
and crucibles recorded had residues and therefore the potential for materials analysis to be 
undertaken. 

Lastly, it is recommended that the survey work continues. The project undertaken here 
shows that the activity is suitable for anyone with an interest in heritage and the recording 
system can be quickly learnt by those with no background experience. Extending that work 
to cover other areas of the city will lead to the recording of more material from the Walker 
Foundry and potentially allow other fragments from the excavation to be recognised. As 
several of the product pieces found in the excavation are from ovens and ranges the survey 
could useful be extended to cover interior ironwork too. 
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Appendix 1 

Example of a recording sheet used for the street furniture survey. This version is the 
prompt sheet participants were given for reference. 
 

Item number: (obtain from master sheet) 

Artefact type: Street furniture, Structure, Ordnance, Fireplace, Household, 
Kitchen range 

Keyword: Street grate, Man hole cover, Hydrant cover, Coal hole cover, 
Pavement drainage cover, Shoe scraper, Plaque, Gate, Railings, 
Lamp post, Pillar, Street sign 

Description: 
 

Shape, appearance, signs of damage, evidence of repair, be as full as you can 

Ferrous? 

Condition: Good Worn Broken/Damaged 

L x W (xD) mm: indicate what you are measuring 

Manufacturers name: 

Legend: copy off what you can read exactly as it is written 

 
Address: 

Describe location: 
 

E.g. Outside number 24, over the road from xxx. Anything that will help us find it again 

Recording notes: Seen in situ On old photo Known from documents Photo 
submitted 

References: 
 

(not needed if things are seen in situ – i.e. as part of the recording exercise) 

Photo numbers: take from camera and say which camera you are using 

 
Notes: 

 

Anything else you think is relevant. You can sketch here or on the back. The more 
information the better 

Recorded by: 

Date: 

Entered on master sheet: 

Date: 
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