
Before I begin this little article, I would like to just mention somethings about the 
images herein. Firstly, they are NOT Lidar: Lidar is a fantastic and valuable resource 
in archaeology and works hand in hand with the technologies that YAA Mapping 
uses, which are illustrated below.  

 

These images are Elevation Maps, or Digital Elevation Models. They are created by 
taking thousands of HD images from the air and stitching them together. This allows 
me to spot and highlight slight lumps and bumps in the ground which often turn out 
to be long lost archaeological remains.  

 

Other technologies illustrated here are NDVI, or plant health analysis, where we spot 
from the air differences in plant growth caused by archaeology hidden in the soil. 
This again can be plotted, and the results displayed as colour scaled images.  

 

A new technique is NIR or Near Infra-Red imaging that again works by looking at 
light reflected by crops and plotting the intensity of that reflected light, on the 
assumption that one of the causes of variation in light reflectance is again buried 
archaeology.  

 

Finally, I have collected enough images at each of the sites I have described to 
create 3D models of them that you can play with and fly around in the comfort of 
your own lounge. Some, like Thornborough, work well, others sadly are too badly 
eroded to to seen from the air even with our 3D imaging. 

So take note: this is not Lidar: please don’t write to me to ask me how to use Lidar in 
archaeology because I don’t know: there are many who do: a quick google will reveal 
all sorts of help. 

All these images are copyright YAA Mapping, but if you’d like to use them for non-
commercial purposes permission will almost certainly be granted, but please do ask 
first. 

 

I hope you enjoy the images and text and models that follows as much as I enjoyed 
collecting them. 

 

Tony 

 

  



Over the last few months YAA Mapping have been exploring and commenting on 
some lesser known archaeological sites in Yorkshire and sometimes other area 
around the UK. Our objective is to highlight and record archaeological sites, many of 
which are suffering from neglect. Some are neglected because they lie in agricultural 
areas and suffer from the plough, some are simply so badly eroded they have all but 
vanished from sight. 

 

There is however in Yorkshire one of the most remarkable series of archaeological 
monuments in the whole UK – largely unknown by the general populace and 
certainly disregarded and unappreciated by all. 

 

I refer to the alignments of great Henges running from the river crossing at 
Boroughbridge north and north east in 2 lines, one of these terminating at the 
amazing triple feature of the Thornborough Henges. (Fig 1) 

 

I don’t pretend that this is an intellectual 
piece exploring the origins and structure, 
interrelationships and history of these 
monuments, but rather a celebration of 
their magnificence and a small attempt to 
both record them as they stand today and 
allow the reader to perhaps appreciate 
them a little. 

 
So firstly, what is a henge? In short, it’s an 
earthen circle, probably a ritualistic 
structure, certainly a community project. 

 

The henges in this piece and in the 
following articles are similar in structure: 
about 600 ft (200m) across, made up of a 
series of banks and ditches, with entrance 
ways diametrically opposed. 

 

As with many monuments a bare 
description is hardly enough to illustrate 
both the physical impact they have and the 
incredible effort they required to construct them. 

 
They are considered to have been built between 3,500 and 2,500BC – so they are 
between 4,500 and 5,500 years old. And they are showing their years. The shameful 
neglect of these grand old survivors of our heritage means that in more than one  

 

case even standing in the centre of the henge you will struggle to see it, let alone 
appreciate the impact and their meaning to our ancestors. 



 

I will start not with one of the henges but further south at Boroughbridge. 

 

The Devils arrows are a good place to start, positioned at the river crossing of the 
Ure they have always been seen as the origin for the Henge alignments. 

 
However recently it has been revealed that the Arrows are not the only feature 
marking the river crossing and the henge alignments, as the Langthorpe earthwork 
has been revealed by aerial photography. 

 

YAA Mapping was tipped off to the existence of this astounding feature nearly three 
years ago and luckily mapped it before further damage was done by the creeping 
housing developments north of Boroughbridge. 

 
The Earthwork is revealed as a huge three-quarters circle centred on the river 
crossing and illustrated beautifully below. (Fig 2) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

YAA Mapping used the site as one the first test sites for the Elevation Mapping 
Algorithms. These were designed for the construction industry in America we were 
the first to experiment with their use in archaeology, and with results like these one 
can see their power. 

Langthorpe Earthwork 



Below is the multi-coloured elevation map of the area of the Langthorpe earthwork, 
which can be clearly seen curving around from the river in the lower South West of 
the picture and sweeping north and then around to the East before it vanishes under 
the modern A1(M) 

 

The area it encloses is huge, and we can hardly imagine the amount of effort our 
ancestors had to invest to build this, especially with no metal tools and no 
machinery. 

 

On the elevation map below the colours represent height: red is high, blue low, and 
one can clearly see that the area enclosed is the low-lying river plain just north of the 
ure. 

 

So: what is the Langthorpe earthwork? Clearly not defensive – far too low, far too 
wide – impossible to defend – it must therefore be a boundary: perhaps saying “your 
journey to the Henges starts here”? 

 
We will never know, but at least we can now appreciate and enjoy it again. 

 

 

 

Once we cross the 
river and pass the 
great earthwork at 
Langthorpe, we take 
the easterly alignment 
of Henges and come 
first to Cana 

 

Set high on the moor 
and these days close 
to the A1M one only 
has to go to the centre 
of this great and 
forgotten temple and 
look to the south to 
see why the builders of 
these great henges 
positioned the Cana 
henge here. 

 

The site commands a 
view across the river 
valleys and down 
towards Ripon and the 

Langthorpe Earthwork 



south. The horizon is low here, leaving you feeling as though you are on top of the 
world, close to the stars, closer to the sun.  

 

 

 

 

 

The position is commanding and 
humbling at the same time. 
Come here at sunset and you 
can feel the presence of our 
ancestors all around you. This is 
a holy place. 

 

The Henge itself is ethereal. Clearly ploughed heavily, the once great banks and 
ditches are now nothing more than slight rises and falls, the huge effort invested in 
its construction by thousands of people over many months and years now lost to the 
repeated plough and 5,000 years of erosion. 

 

But we can still appreciate its grandeur through the application of a few processing 
techniques: and so here we give Cana Barn Henge in its restored glory. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Over 200m across, banks, 
ditches, gateways and causeways are revealed ghost like from the landscape. 

Cana Henge 

Cana Henge 



 

All around the henge there are burial mounds - Bronze Age in origin, and equally 
flattened, more evidence of the pitiful neglect of our great heritage. 

 

In 2019 YAAmapping used their newly built Near Infra-Red camera, drone mounted, 
to map the area around the henge. The image produced is below, and it appears to 
show not only astounding detail of the almost vanished monument, but also what 
appears to be further features surrounding it: possible other henge-type features 
surrounding the larger Cana henge. 

Another feature clearly revealed is the causewayed 
entrance to the centre of the henge, 2 parallel small 

banks that perhaps were designed to funnel and 
enclosed people as they moved towards the centre 

and across the outer banks and ditches, until they 
moved into the centre of the henge and the great 

vista of the centre was revealed. What did they 
se in the centre? Myriad campfires of other 

families come to celebrate? Darkness and 
the stars? A great feast? Or some other 

unknown and lost ritual event? We will 
never know.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

It is notable that some ‘cup and ring’ stones appear to show what could be a henge, 
and the one illustrated below also appears to show the entrance causeway revealed 
by our images. Make of that what you will, but it is certainly possible that the cup and 
ring carvings are perhaps a record of a pilgrimage made by the carvers over to North 
Yorkshire and a recrd of the great temple at Cana and other sites.  

Cana Henge Cup & Ring Stone 

Cana Henge 



 

Only a few hundred yards from Cana is the possible henge/earthwork of Tenlands. In 
the early days of aerial photography Tenlands was recorded as a possible 
henge/earthwork but there appears to be no surface remains left at all. Even YAA 
Mappings elevation plots, which can spot and map the depth of features as low as 
tyre tracks in the soil, could not see anything. 

 

However, the drought of 2018 did lend itself to helping archaeologists all across the 
UK spotting previously unknown or lost archaeology, and Tenlands earthwork was 
no exception. The images below show an intriguing shadow exactly where the 
feature was marked back in the 1933 original picture.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The next great henge on our journey is Nunwick: as you drive, past the Devils 
Arrows standing stones along the alignment from the River crossing at 
Boroughbridge and up to Cana, it’s clear that we are following the Ure river valley.  

 

Eventually the landscape changes and we drop down towards Ripon, down Hutton 
Bank and towards Sharrow. The fields stretch away, flat and damp, towards the river 
on the left, and the road stretches away in front of us. 

Tenlands Earthwork 

Henge 



It’s here, on these 
featureless flat fields 
at Nunwick that our 
Neolithic ancestors 
created their second 
henge on this 
alignment. 

 

Today we see nothing 
on the ground. 
Modern farming and 
erosion have totally 
removed all sign of 
the henge on the long 
flat fields.  

It was with little hope off success that YAA Mapping back in December 2016 rolled 
out the drone and (frankly guessing the location) flew off over the fields. 

This was only the second site we surveyed, chancing that software designed for 
American surveyors would, with the right modifications, allow us to spot lost 
archaeology. 

 

Today I can still remember the shock that we all experienced when the results came 
back and we saw the image below. 

 

Although the ground is flat and 
featureless where once this great 
monument stood there is clearly 
something surviving. When we measured 
it later the banks are spread over a 100m 
line yet manage only 50cm of elevation - 
barely measurable - yet just enough to 
register on the elevation mapping - and 
so the great Henge at Nunwick can be 
recorded and measured. How sad it can 
no longer be as easily seen. 

 

The farmer told me that he was aware 
that there was a henge on his land, and 
that the area where the monument lies is 
the stonier part of the field. There is a 
preponderance of gypsum chips in the 
soil in the area and there is a suggestion 
that the great banks were covered in this 
pale pearly stone to give the henge an 
unnatural white glow: the effect of this 
perhaps in moonlight can only be 
imagined. 

Nunwick Henge 

Nunwick Henge 



 

Nunwick is a similar shape size and structure to Cana: approximately 600ft (200m) 
across with 2 entrance ways. The banks and ditches are clearly defined, although 
now so insubstantial that they are all but invisible. The major difference from Cana is 
visible in the Lidar image below: there appears to be an embankment running from 
the south side of the henge down towards the river.  

 

To get to the next Henge in our tour we need to go back to the Devils Arrows as they 
stand guard over the river crossing and look not towards Cana and Nunwick but 
further north west, and head towards Hutton Moor. 

 

Access to this henge is awkward: 
the great executioners blade of 
the new A1M motorway chops 
the landscape in half: it’s difficult 
to get a feeling for how our 
ancestors, the builders of the 
henges, saw and farmed the 
landscape, and even more 
difficult to feel how this henge 
interacts with the others: once 
again we butcher our 
heritage and call it progress. 

But persist and you will eventually find the access lane squeezed between the great 
scar of the motorway and the less dominant but equally speedy A61. 

 

Walk down the track and the ancient landscape begins to reveal itself. Once again, 
as at Cana, the Henge is positioned to take advantage of a natural rise. The henge 
appears repressed as it is positioned up against a more modern square of woodland, 
and it takes some imagination to remove that and see the location for the open and 
elevated position it really is. 

 

The henge is actually in decent condition: its grassed over and doesn’t appear to 
have been ploughed a great deal in recent years. The owners appreciate and 
respect this mysterious temple on their land and appear to be content to let it be. The 
banks and ditches are lower than they would have originally been, but it’s visible and 
compared to the others around it that’s a bonus. The area is again dotted with known 
barrows and a few that are clear suspects. This is another place sacred to our 
ancestors and a mystery to us, but even so the peace and the solitude are, in our 
busy world, to be respected. 

 

Like Nunwick henge, Hutton moor is carefully set on a ridge, with one side dropping 
away towards a river. Clearly, like the contemporary monuments on Salisbury plain, 
the location of the henges has something to do with the proximity of rivers, or 

Hutton Moor Henge 



wetlands or running water: perhaps the peoples who built them and worshipped in 
them had a religion or belief system centred around the supply of water. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Again, Hutton moor is a similar structure to Cana and Nunwick before: 200m across 
with a complex of ditches and banks enclosing a central sunken area in the centre 
and 2 diametrically opposed entrance ways. Its location is clearly carefully chosen, 
but it is neither equidistant to any of the other henges, nor visible to them, so 
whatever determined its location is now long lost to us. 

 

Follow the line from the arrows, through the Langthorpe monument and through 
Hutton moor henge and we come to the most astounding of these monuments: 
Thornborough - the great alignment of three henges, all as big as the others 
described above, all equivalent in their size and structure, but astounding in their 
sheer size and proximity 

 



At last we can get an idea of what these great monuments looked like and the effort 
it took to construct them. The central henge still retains substantial banks and deep 
ditches, and its sense of awe and mystery. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Thornborough Henges 



The alignment is not straight: these days the idea that these three are aligned to 
Orion’s Belt is well known, and clearly this is no coincidence; one only has to look at 
the amazing effort employed to construct these to realize that the builders has a 
clear purpose in mind when they built them. 

 

It is considered that they were covered in Gypsum when completed, and so they 
would have shone as bright as the constellation they are based on in the moonlight, 
and perhaps that is when they were built to be seen: by the light of the full moon, 
glowing in the darkness, visible across the moors for miles around. 

 

For us the southern henge is a ruin; nothing much more than a vague circle and a 
few bumps: one of the greatest Neolithic monuments in the UK sadly reduced to a 
shadow in the ground, the landowners of its recent past allowing a great Neolithic 
monument to be eroded and destroyed. 

 

 

 

 

The central henge is, as I have said above, 
still monumental,  

 

 

 

 

but the great surprise is the Northern 
Henge. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Thornborough, Southern Henge 

Thornborough, Central Henge 

Thornborough, Northern Henge 



Due to some lucky chance a long-gone farmer planted the northern henge with trees: 
a pity one might think. Yet this act of apparent vandalism has saved for us an idea of 
what a Great Henge looked like when it was newly constructed. 

 

Magnificent banks and deep ditches remain, entrance ways and viewing angles tell 
us of the effort required to build it all. The enclosed feeling created by the banks, and 
the sense of being in a great temple can be truly appreciated. All around us are 
barrows, cursuses, banks, ditches and processional ways once marked by great 

wooden posts: the oldest part of the site, a great cursus, runs from Thornborough 
village, westwards, then under the central henge and vanishes in to the quarried 

Thornborough Henges 



ground to the west of the alignment. Clearly the central henge was built over this 
earlier, older feature. This has clearly been a special, holy place for a very long time. 

 

And yet Tarmac and the landowner have torn the heart from Thornborough: quarries, 
careless of the importance of this landscape, have gouged up to the edge of the 
henges, the landscape itself torn apart by their greed. The Henges are an 
irrelevance to them, and sadly, only a few years ago, a small number of local 
protests were lost as North Yorkshire County Council allowed further damage to be 
done to the setting of this beautiful place. 

 

And to what end? The greed that destroyed the setting of Thornborough is repeated 
all over the county, all over the country. Perhaps next time more people will protest 
because once it’s gone its lost forever. And frankly there’s not a lot left, and our 
ancestors 5,000-year-old earthen temples are eroded, ploughed out and lost. 

 

Although all the existing literature assures us that the Great Henge Alignments of 
North Yorkshire are the ones we have covered here – The Langhorne Earthwork, 
Cana Barn Henge, Nunwick Henge and Hutton Moor, finishing with the astounding 
triple Henge alignment at Thornborough, this may not necessarily be the case. 

 

Back in February 2018 I was due to give a presentation at the Council for British 
Archaeology at their annual AGM titled ‘The Henges of North Yorkshire’. 

 

Only a week before the conference I was contacted regarding an unusual feature 
showing on the Lidar for North Yorks. 

Although the February 
temperatures were in the low single 
figures, and the winds unrelenting, 
the next morning saw the team 
shivering and miserable on a 
country lane near the village of 
Sinderby, North Yorkshire, peering 
miserably into the face of an icy 
blast straight from Siberia. 

Crawling out of the car took the 
kind of determination that Scott 
himself would have applauded, and 

he would have recognised the landscape too: frozen, damp and miserable. Just like 
the YAA Team. 

 

The drone was reluctant, the team unhappy and the weather uncooperative but on 
the third attempt we managed to slip through the weather issues to grab some data – 
340 pictures of what looked to us like an empty field – no more significant than any 
other field in the area. 

 

Sinderby Henge 



But after we returned home, defrosted ourselves and processed the data we realised 
we had to immediately revise the CBA lecture: we indeed clearly had a new 
discovery. We were seeing for the first time the Sinderby Great Henge. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

At a touch over 210m across (600ft) the Sinderby Henge is in exactly the same size 
range as its fellows. Although it’s the most badly eroded of them all – which is 
obviously why it’s never been seen before – it appears to be of a similar construction 
– a great ditch, a once steep bank, a great open central platform. 

 

On the ground there is nothing to see. We walked along the field boundary visible in 
the photos and even as we crossed the once proud banks and into the once deep 
ditches there was absolutely no visible sign. The plough and the natural erosion 
have totally erased the seventh Great Henge. 

The location is different to the other henges: there is no great overlook, no 
commanding position, no obvious reason to place this great temple here. But our 
ancestors must have had their reasons to expend thousands of hours of labour on 
this great earthen circle. 

 

The other Henges form two great alignments: one from The Devils Arrows at 
Boroughbridge to Cana and then to Hutton Moor, the second to the west is the 

Sinderby Henge 



Arrows to Nunwick, then to Thornborough. Sinderby is different again. The Henge 
lies off the two previous alignments to the east and appears to stand alone. 

 

Was this once part of another alignment? Are there more lost Henges scattered out 
there on this open grassy landscape? We don’t know. Perhaps a future project for 
those interested in these astounding monuments – especially if this is the first time 
you have heard of them – will find start a systematic search and maybe find more. 

 

Sadly, the quarrying industry has much to answer for. The Neolithic society placed 
their temples at Thornborough on deposits of aggregates so loved by quarry 
companies. And so they tear out the heart of our heritage and return it to us as 
barrows of sand, piles of gravel and bags of garden stones. Not a great exchange for 
5,000 years of heritage and the sacred sites of our forebears. 

 

But as long as we have the ability to spot the shadows of the Henges using drones 
perhaps we can at least record where they once stood, and use these ghostly 
images to try to understand why they were built, what they meant to our ancestors 
and why they placed them where they did.This is certainly a very poor second to 
seeing them in their full glory, before their destruction, but it’s the best we are going 
to get. 

 

So, the first time ever in a public post, enjoy the sight of the Sinderby Great Henge – 
over 5,000 years old: older by a thousand years than the great Pyramids – and until 
now lost to us. 

 

It’s not often that a nationally important archaeological site can be said to have been 
re-found, but thanks to the analytical algorithms of YAA Mapping here it is. I hope 
you enjoy it. 

 

As a final note I would like to reiterate the first paragraph: this is not Lidar, this is 
elevation mapping using thousands of drone images collected over many hours of 
work and processed by YAA Mapping to produce the images you see here.  

 

All the images are our own, and the maps are taken from Google Maps under the 
creative commons licence: YAA Mapping only work free of charge with local 
community and history groups and take no fees or money for our work. All images 
are copyright YAA Mapping and my only be used with permission, please ask: we 
rarely refuse. 

 

Please do contact me with your comments, ideas, thought and theories. It’s always 
good to hear what you think of our work 

 

 

 



Sketchfab Models: 

 

Langthorpe Earthwork https://skfb.ly/6RIRt 

Cana Henge https://skfb.ly/6RIRw 

Nunwick Henge https://skfb.ly/6RISD 

Hutton Moor Henge https://skfb.ly/6RITq 

Thornborough Henge Complex https://skfb.ly/6CFX6 

Sinderby Henge https://skfb.ly/6RIUM 

 

 

 


