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UNDER YOUR FEET! 
 

Sue Fenoughty, NAEE secretary/co-editor; environmental education teacher consultant 
Digging into the past 
Wherever a school is situated, clues survive from the past that can help pupils and teachers 
discover more about what the local environment was like 50, 100, or even 1000 years ago.   The 
current pressures of targets, tests and tables have, however, all but squeezed out teachers’ time 
for research –giving little opportunity to step outside the classroom to find out what could be 
literally ‘under your feet’!    Even if you don’t have the good fortune to find your school was built 
on a Roman site (as Doune Primary school in Stirlingshire discovered) there will almost certainly 
be traces of the past environment in the school’s vicinity holding clues to stories yet to be told.  
These can be developed into a valuable cross-curricular resource at all key stages, and at the 
same time, give pupils a real sense of identity and pride in the place where they live, and a desire 
to conserve their heritage.        

Medieval moated site    
Amidst a sprawling council housing estate, 
less than a mile from the once famous car 
factory at Longbridge in south Birmingham, 
lies a scheduled ancient monument.  In 
medieval times it had been the moated site of 
the Hawkesley-Middlemore manor house, but 
today a tower block of flats and five bungalows 
stand in its place, not a very inspiring start for 
further research!   The only recognisable clue 
to the site’s past is the line of the moat – now 
a grass ditch, apart from the east arm, which, 
in 1957,  was left as a water-filled pool as an 
amenity for the flat’s residents.    

 
 

Local residents start research 
The significance of this neglected ancient monument was unacknowledged in the local 
community, but fortunately in 1999, the elderly residents of the tower block, known as Moat 
House, made a successful bid for Quest Millennium funding from the council’s housing 
department, to raise awareness of their historic site with the local schools.  At the same time, they 
wished to draw attention to the neglect of the moat itself which dried up each summer, and was 
full of rubbish and invasive weed.   I was contracted to help the residents in their quest by 
developing the skills they needed to accomplish the task they had set themselves – it was to turn 
into a real lifelong learning project!    
 
*Teachers’ book about the site   (*see ‘Editorial’  to obtain free copies) 
As a result of trips with a group of committed residents to the local studies floor of Birmingham’s 
central library, and from stories told by local people, we pieced together information about the site 
that spanned almost 1000 years.   Five schools are within walking distance of the site, and in 
order to pass on all the information from our research, I compiled a book which related the 
opportunities in the national curriculum to use the site as resource, at both primary and secondary 
level.   The city library’s History Bus visited the site several times when schools and other visitors 
looked at maps, photographs, books and other information which all helped to build up a picture 
of what had made this such a special place.    
 

Munslow Pool’ – all that remains 
of the medieval moated site 



Girls’ school make historical emblems 
Funding from the Queen’s Golden Jubilee enabled students from Turves Green Girls’ Technology 
College to make emblems to fasten on the railings around the moat which recalled the site’s 
history.   The residents of Moat House provided refreshments for the students, who then went on 
a walkabout around the site with Dr. Hodder, the city’s archaeology officer.   There had been 
fears that the emblems would be vandalised, which had been the fate of the Interpretation Board 
set up a few weeks earlier, but so far (4 years on) they are still there!    
 
‘Living history’ projects on site 
A highlight of the research, and of particular curriculum interest to Turves Green Boys’ Technical 
College, was the discovery of fresh details of the siege of the Hawkesley manor house that had 
taken place in the English Civil War.   The Middlemore family of Hawkesley House were staunch 
Royalists, but the House was taken over by the Parliamentarians before eventually surrendering 
to King Charles I, who arrived on horseback in person in May 1645.   Looking round at the tower 
block of flats and bungalows, it was difficult to imagine the scene so long ago, but help was on its 
way from the Local Heritage Lottery Fund and Nationwide Building Society, who funded further 
research, including ‘living history’ projects to bring the site to life for the local schoolchildren.    
 
Key Stage 3 History:  The Civil Wars 
In May, 2004, volunteers from the Civil War society ‘Fairfax Battalia’ spent 2 days engaged in a 
wide range of activities that would have been familiar to the Parliamentarian troops, besieged at 
Hawkesley House, some 350 years ago.   They were joined by 280 pupils and staff from Turves 
Green Boys’ and Turves Green Girls’ schools who marched the few hundred yards to the site, 
and spent the day with Colonel ‘Tinker’ Fox’s men, familiarising themselves with what life was like 
in Stuart times at this moated site.  Few, if any, of the pupils knew  beforehand about this siege 
that had taken place just a stone’s  throw away from what today is their classroom window!    
 
Music brings Local History to life 
In early medieval times, the Hawkesley family were important landowners in the area, and there 
are traces of another ‘Hawkesley’ moated site at Kings Norton, less then 2 miles away, but now 
completely overgrown.   Nearby is Hawkesley Primary School, which serves another 1960s 
council estate – another interesting example of a school that ‘looked under its feet’ and 
discovered an 18th century canal runs under its playground – but that’s another story!   Members 
of the CBSO (City of Birmingham Symphony Orchestra) have been working with the pupils for 
several years, and last year (2005),  viola player Ulf Aberg contacted me to find out more about 
the Hawkesley Moated Site in Turves Green as he wanted to work with the pupils to put part of 
the story to music.   This idea fitted in well with the key stage 2 curriculum as Year 5  were 
studying the Tudors, and together with a local historian had been finding out about the 
significance of the Hawkesley family during that period.  The children’s interest didn’t stop at the 
end of the Tudors:  “Our two year 5 classes showed a great interest in the Hawkesley connection, 
researching a great deal into the importance of Hawkesley in the Civil War setting.   With this 
behind us, the two staff were able to plan an extensive cross curricular project with Jackie and Ulf 
[from the CBSO] linking the History elements to Art work with the design and creation of their own 
family coats of arms, and the Music of the period.   We were also able to incorporate the use of 
the Saracen’s Head building on Kings Norton Green, linking to their winning BBC ‘Restoration’ bid 
by providing very real community usage.  Two hugely successful performances followed … the 
second in the Saracen’s Head itself in front of parents, visitors and many local residents, as well 
as the BBC who filmed the concert for local TV.   This was a very moving event, with children 
playing a wide range of musical instruments, singing, reading with incredible self confidence, 
composure and real integrity.” (Roger Wooldridge, head teacher)   Dean Lees, one of the year 5 
class teachers adds:  “Contemporary education is increasingly driven by ‘outcomes’.   It is, of 
course, almost impossible to quantify the impact this project had on our children.   What can be 
said with certainty, though, is that all of the children who participated in it felt much more 
confident musically, and had learnt more than would have been possible through a conventional 
History scheme.”      
 



Drama outdoors in Tudor times 
The Hawkesley Moated Site was also the inspiration for a ‘living history’ drama based on the 
fortunes of the Hawkesley-Middlemore family who lived at Hawkesley House at the end of the 
Tudor period, based on research by local historian James Melling, and Elizabethan dance 
specialist, Julia Lowe.   The drama aimed to highlight aspects from the key stage 2 history 
programme study for the Tudors, such as  ‘characteristic features of the period and society’ and 
‘how Henry VIII’s break with Rome affected religion’ - the Hawkesley-Middlemores, as staunch 
Catholics, had to worship in secret.   Julia, myself and 2 local actors worked with Year 5 pupils 
from Albert Bradbeer Junior School, just round the corner from the Moated Site, and on two 
sunny October days in 2003, the drama unfolded at the site, with all the children in full 
Elizabethan costume taking part.   The drama focused on a day in the life of John and Amphillis 
Middlemore who lived at Hawkesley House in 1591, and a secret visit from their priest, Father 
Anthony Sherlock.  All the ‘scenes’ 
were acted out on the grass outside 
Moat House  …   before long, the 
tower block of flats, the electricity sub-
station and parked cars were blotted 
out by the sights and sounds of 
Elizabethan England, starting with 
market day on the green, the hue and 
cry to find the hidden priest at 
Hawkesley House, and ending with a 
masked ball to celebrate the priest’s 
escape.     Each pupil took the part of 
a character taken from local records of 
the time which included John 
Middlemore’s 9 grandchildren, as well 
as the local merchants and estate 
workers.  Throughout the morning the 
children rehearsed their part of the 
action, which included learning Elizabethan dances for 
the first time and how to move in their heavy velvet clothes.  The day finished with their 
improvised ‘performance’ which was videoed, to use as a resource for future Year 5s and their 
studies of the Tudor period.   The children had been acting ‘on their feet’ all day, with only a short 
break for a picnic lunch, but when it was time to walk back to school, there were cries of “Can’t 
we do it once again?”   Later in the term they did do it again, only indoors this time, in front of their 
parents and visitors at a whole school assembly.     
 
Key stage 4:  earth science 
The heritage lottery funding also enabled year 10 pupils from the 2 nearby secondary schools to 
work with field archaeologists from the University of Birmingham to conduct a geophysical survey 
of part of the moated site.   The students were shown how to use sophisticated equipment, which, 
as Mark Field (head of science at Turves Green Boys’ Technology College) explained ‘schools 
have no chance of purchasing’.   Looking back at the training day, he commented:  ‘The students 
handled the equipment with confidence and maturity:  they surveyed the moated site using GPR 
(Ground Penetrating Radar) which was similar to echo sounding in the Science Programme of 
Study.   They undertook a Magnetometer survey, but unfortunately this was affected by the close 
proximity of the electricity substation – nonetheless, they understood the principles and 
techniques required to survey the soil.   Next was a Resistivity Survey, which relied on the 
conductivity of water in the soil.   This was followed by a Profile of the surviving moat being 
undertaken, and allowed pupils to experience the role of a surveyor and  how to draw their 
findings’.    

‘The masked ball at Hawkesley House’ 



‘Our own piece of history’  
Mark Field continued:  ‘The Training Day had masses of educational value, ranging from the 
history of moats, through to the medieval timber-framed buildings excavated in the 1950s.   It 
provided ample Citizenship and Environmental Studies content, and the opportunity for fieldwork 
was invaluable, especially for those pupils from both schools who had been studying geology.   A 
thoroughly enjoyable day was had by all, which helped to raise our awareness of our own ‘piece 
of history’, and which will, hopefully, help to preserve the site for the future.’  
 
Environmental education 
The Statement of Values in the National Curriculum Handbook says we should do just that:   
‘preserve the areas of beauty and interest for future generations”.   With regard to the 
environment it states “We value the environment, both natural and shaped by humanity, as the 
basis of life and a source of wonder and inspiration.”   Based on these values, it says we should:   

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

The moated site has much more to offer as a learning resource: an ecological survey two years 
ago revealed that the moat is an important site for amphibia in this built up area, but there are 
concerns that the 600 year old moat could dry up which would be damaging both for the local 
wildlife and for any archaeological remains – opportunities here for schools to be involved through 
citizenship.    The advantage that an ‘outdoor learning’ project in the local environment has over a 
trip to a specialised centre is that as children develop their knowledge and understanding of the 
area in which they live, they also develop a sense of identity and place, a pride in their 
surroundings, and a wish to look after it in the future.   That must be good!    
 

accept our responsibility to maintain a sustainable environment for future generations; 
understand our responsibilities for other species; 
ensure that development can be justified; 
preserve balance and diversity in nature wherever possible; 
preserve areas of beauty and interest for future generations; 
repair, wherever possible, habitats damaged by human development and other means 

Free copies of the 100-page Teachers Resource pack are available while stocks last, p & p £2. e: 
suefen@blueyonder.co.uk 


