
GACAP Members involved in the Great Ayton History Project              August 2012 

The Committee 

Kevin Cale 
Project Director 

 

I was born in Ripon and lived for many years in the Yorkshire Dales. Since graduating 
from Lancaster University in 1988 with an honours degree in Archaeology and History, I 
have provided 24 consecutive years of archaeological services across Yorkshire and since 
1994 have been responsible for the birth and development of community archaeology in 
North Yorkshire. 
I work with many community groups from across the region. These groups have 
different aims, methodologies and areas of interest. My network of groups is one of my 
most useful assets as many members can be described as semi-professionals in their 
own right. 

Dan O’Sullivan 
Chairman 

 

I am a retired history teacher who has lived in Great Ayton for about forty years. I have 
always been interested in local history, and in 1983 I published a history of the village 
which we later reprinted. In 2001, along with others, I helped set up the village's 
history/archaeology group of which I am chairman, though I must admit I hardly do 
enough to justify that title. The contributions I have made to the present website include 
a transcription of Ayton's manorial records as well as articles on Thomas Skottowe and 
on the village's enclosure of the common fields. 
 

David W Taylor 
Vice Chairman 

 

I graduated in Geography and Geology at Durham University then taught in Cumbria 
before taking charge of geography/geology departments in Middlesbrough schools and 
Marton Sixth Form College. Following early retirement I turned to adult education with 
Local Authority classes, Leeds University and WEA groups in North Yorkshire. The 
courses have concentrated on the geology and scenery of Northern England with a a 
strong fieldwork element. GACAP has opened-up new opportunities for the use of my 
geological knowledge, especially in undustrial archaeology. 

Mike Nash 
Treasurer 

 

We moved to the village in 1985 and over the years have been involved with numerous 
groups/organisations. Upon retirement some eight years ago I was looking for 
something to do with my time and having purchased the "Roseberry Topping" produced 
by the Archaeology Group it seemed that they would be an interesting team to join, and 
to use a "Poirotism" would stimulate "the little grey cells". 
 
 Having spent almost 40 years in the banking industry I vowed I would never get involved 
with a money related job again, however I was proposed as treasurer during one weekly 
meeting which I did not attend (!!) and reluctantly accepted. Have been pleased to help 
with preparation of accounts for the Heritage Lottery Fund reviews. 



Ian Pearce 
Secretary 

 

Our group is truly parochial, but I have found that aspects of history (national and even 
international) can be more easily appreciated through an understanding of what was 
happening in our village.  Having dropped history at school when I was fourteen, I left 
the subject alone until I started looking at the history of our house.  This led to my 
involvement with the group, and utter amazement at the enormous quantity of 
historical information available, and the high level of interest among villagers, about 
past life in Great Ayton.  
My range of interests has grown, although it is generally over the period from 1750, and 
includes alum working, ironstone extraction, the influence of the Quakers, how the 
Second World War affected village life, and some of the individual characters who lived 
in Great Ayton.  One of these people was Waynman Dixon, who lived in Ayton House for 
thirty years, has become a virtual friend!  
 

Mike Newton 
IT Expert 

 

In late 2007 I was asked if I would like to get involved in the Great Ayton History project 
primarily for my IT skills as I had recently retired from being an IT Consultant. I helped 
Ian Pearce structure the history information using a spreadsheet, and modified the 
Wikidot website that Dan O’Sullivan had begun to match the spreadsheet.  As time 
progressed I became interested in the history of Great Ayton and looked into the history 
of the shops, and was especially interested in when the housing stock was built. I had 
built websites for the Great Ayton Tennis Club and Great Ayton Bowls Club and used my 
contacts to get the history of these clubs.  After being involved for more than two years I 
“found” Dan O’Sullivan’s excellent book 'Great Ayton, a history of the village' and 
realised that we could use numerous passages to fill out missing sections of the Great 
Ayton history website. I have lived in Great Ayton since 1985." 
 

 

Members 
 

Roger Arkell 

 

It’s been a privilege to be a member of such a lively, well-informed group. As Custodian 
of the 12th century All Saints Church, I have learnt a lot about the Church and its 
relationship and importance to the village at various stages in its history.  The more you 
learn about the village and its people, the less inclined you are to leave it, having led a 
nomadic existence from Cardiff to London, then on to National Service in Somerset, after 
which Manchester, and so to Scotland, and whence to Ayton. 
Primarily an Arts rather than Science man, am happier with the quill pen than the email!  
The work of the group has brought together a welcome coherent picture based on the 
detailed and thorough examination of various sectors in an objective way that could 
otherwise have been inaccurate and confusing. 
I write as a “settler incomer” having been here some 30 years or so! 

Alan Bunn 

 

My early interest in the Group was about 2001 when I was Secretary of Great Ayton 
Wildlife Association  and I offered to assist in recording ages of hedges around fields 
which contained archaeological sites.  At this time I was the only ‘foreigner’, a 
southerner and living in Guisborough, but since 2005, I have lived in Ayton.  In the 
GRAYCAP projects I  looked after the photographic collection we had created; this 
involved quite a lot of computer work, particularly in designing the Group’s early 
Powerpoint displays.  Around this time I became part of the team led by Dan O’Sullivan 
transcribing the Ralph Jackson diaries. 
The Ayton Story part of the projects gave me the chance to undertake Family History 
studies. However, we soon realised that we needed to transcribe all the All Saints 
Church records and the village’s Census records onto Excel spreadsheets so that 
searches could be undertaken much more quickly.  I co-ordinated the  team of 
transcribers and thanks to their efforts we completed this task within about 18 months 
and these records, plus other historic data, were transcribed and included on the 
Group’s website.   
Prior to my involvement in these projects, history was not one of my major interests.  
However,  from contacts within the Group and the wide range of topics undertaken 



history has come alive and I now have a much better  appreciation of the role of 
historical events within the life of Great Ayton and the country as a whole.   

David W Brook 

 

I moved to Great Ayton in 2004 having been visiting family in the village for the previous 
13 years. I was fascinated by a village of two distinct parts with its unusual combination 
of agriculture, cottage industry, mining and a large Quaker school  
My contact with the local archaeology group stemmed from a chance remark by the wife 
of one of the members asking, “Why don’t you join the group, they meet in the building 
next door to where you live?” 
Moving from Devon where I had been interested in the industrial archaeology of 
Dartmoor but never with time enough to pursue it provided a huge new interest. I 
arrived in the group when the content of the book on Roseberry Topping was being 
finalised so was able to take on some of the editing and proof reading. 
I then joined in the continuing work on the mining and general village history with a 
particular interest in the Friends School; a school founded by Quakers in 1841 as the 
North of England Agricultural School. A formalised history of its last fifty years was 
waiting. I was involved in the siting of a Blue Plaque on the first school building. 

Barbara Gray 

 

My interest in house history began because 15 years ago I tried to discover the history of 
my own house and came to a dead end.  When I joined the history group I learned a lot 
more about the village itself and the people who had lived here for years before me, and 
that helped me to solve the mystery of my house. Having lived here all my life I hope 
that I have been able to pass on information about the village to those who came to live 
here later. 

Peter Morgan 

 

I have always had a curiosity into how things work (you could call it the “Meccano 
Syndrome”) along with a great respect for the way our predecessors made use of the 
natural materials about them. As a retired Biology teacher this obviously included the 
use of raw materials of organic origin. The ingenuity that went into the conversion of 
hides into leather along with the extraction of fibres from the flax plant to produce linen 
I feel is only surpassed by the remarkable evolution over 8 millennia of the process of 
producing flour from grain. Of course that process must take pride of place for someone 
who has had the privilege of working alongside John Harrison over the last 40+ years in 
restoring and then running Tocketts Mill at Guisborough! 
Having lived in Great Ayton for the last 42 years I have found this fascinating village well 
worth study; it retains many features as clues to its very varied past – and, of course, it 
had THREE watermills!  

Hazel O’Sullivan 

 

I joined the group because previously I had been part of a medieval archaeology dig in 
Norwich. I have particularly enjoyed field-walking with the group, and finding a neolithic 
arrow head. I have also developed an interest in the history of the village, and have 
researched the history of my house, which once was a Victorian shoe shop. 



David Taylor 

 

I have lived in the village all of my  life and joined the group to learn more about the 
history of the village.  I also wanted to help with the collection, recording and 
presentation  of life and events in Great Ayton during World War 2.  The group has been 
very successful in recording people's wartime memories and helping them share their 
experiences with local children.  Without the groups activity this information would have 
been lost for future generations. 
 

Barbara Taylor 

 

I joined the group at its launch because I was interested in local history.  As part of my 
research into my family tree I wanted to find out more about the general history of the 
area.  I helped to transcribe the Ralph Jackson Diaries which gave me an insight into daily 
life in the eighteenth century. 
 
 
 

Ken Taylor 

 

As a graduate in metallurgy and with several years experience in the mining industry in 
Zambia, I became attracted to the mining heritage of our area when we came to Great 
Ayton in 1980. However it was only on retirement that, with the encouragement of Bob 
de Wardt and David Taylor, I took an active interest in exploring the remains of the 
Ayton Banks Mine. We had  bought a house in the California area of the village, and I 
was intrigued to know where this name came from and how the area developed into a 
“village within a village”. Hence much of my involvement in the village history project 
centred on the development of California and the history of the many diverse properties 
it contained. I also studied the history of my own house and the life story of the 
Cleveland Bard who built it and, in doing so, learnt how best to use the vast store of 
information available at the County Records office in Northallerton. I have now started 
to research the history of Christ Church and some of the fascinating characters who have 
been associated with it. 

Dennis Tyerman 

 

My primary interest was in topics related to public health and the available records 
provided a rich source of information on the struggle against disease and ill-health in 
earlier centuries.  Great Ayton proved to be a pioneer amongst local villages in providing 
a functioning sanitation system at an early date.  Analysis of local eighteenth century 
sources gave an insight into medical practice, good, bad and horrific, in and around the 
village in the eighteenth century. 
After transcribing the All Saints’ Churchwardens’ Accounts for the period 1734 to 1844, 
analysis of them revealed fascinating facets of daily life in the parish, as well as 
information on the pattern of ecclesiastical life.  The Churchwardens not only managed 
church property and finances, but it became evident that their role broadened and came 
to represent the views of the parishioners, as a body and as individuals – the birth of 
local government. 

 

  



Other Members and Helpers 

Brian Albrecht 

 

Jean Allinson 

 

Yvonne Bentley 

 

David Blake 

 
Eileen Bunn 

 

John Crocker 

 

Sally Dennison 

 

Jennifer Duke 

 
Diana Harbron 

 

Irene MacDonald 

 

June Marsden 

 

Cath Small 

 
Peter Watson 

 

   

Also Bob de Wardt; Liz Greenhalgh; Dennis Herriman; Mike Dixon; Richard Morrissey; 
Rob Western; Ann Whittaker; Ian Wilson 

 


