Talk given by David Barwell at PAS Conference 14th March 2005

When Michael Lewis volunteered me to talk to you today about ‘empowering finders’, I thought about the title and came to the instant conclusion that finders have been empowered for years but in all probability had not realised it! 

So how are detector users empowered? Drawing on my own past experiences of detecting, I thought about what we do and how we do it. Archaeology mostly uses vertical excavation of a landscape, whilst detecting is a horizontal excavation and evaluation practice, and on a nice day you may find a detector user practising being horizontal in a field as well! Detector users can be described as ‘Landscape investigators’; by design or by sheer chance we locate areas of past habitation. For instance, on an inclement day we may find ourselves looking for a spot in a field where we can hear the targets and not be blown off them by a gale-force wind. The area may not always be apparent to the eye and yet we wander around until we find the spot, and ‘hey presto - targets!’ Our ancestors were there too! (Now that’s knowledge). 

By design is when and area is located by working with research or an idea, for instance Cliff Bradshaw, when he found the Ringlemere Cup, believed he could see the slight rise of a ploughed out barrow in the landscape and his theory was proved correct - that’s also knowledge.

Geography and geology are also a major addition to a detector users knowledge; a local farm I have detected for years, recently had a pipeline put across it, and because of all the finds that had been recorded previously, an archaeological watching brief was authorised in conjunction with the laying of the pipe. I commented to the archaeologists that the track of the pipeline was in the wrong place to find very much, and neither detectorist, or archaeologist actually produced anything significant! Again knowledge borne not just from the previous recording of finds, but the ground conditions and lie of the land.

Knowledge adds up to empowerment, but who actually started finders down this road? When a detectorist finds a 14th century matrix seal on his next outing, takes it home to decipher the inscription and it reads “Michael son of Roger”!  - It will have been Michael when he lost the seal, many centuries ago, that originally empowered the finder! To be precise it’s our ancestors that have empowered us. Every time a detector user discovers an ancient artefact or a coin, they - have - a - responsibility - placed - upon - their - shoulders - to consider our shared heritage. I always say you only remove it from the ground once - now you are responsible for it!  But all this empowerment, knowledge and responsibility are useless on their own, unless used in a constructive and meaningful way.

The Portable Antiquities Scheme has given finders the opportunity to be constructive and meaningful and to be a part of a new experience. Now that the Portable Antiquities Scheme is a permanent part of our heritage affairs in this country, we would like to see a broadening of horizons; detector users want involvement, discussion, information, debate, research and conservation and more opportunities to work alongside archaeology. By becoming cohesive we will all have a greater understanding about the historical landscapes and the hidden secrets they contain. The Portable Antiquities Scheme can provide all these channels.

Since it’s inception, the Portable Antiquities Scheme has been instrumental in awakening the general public and the media to our hobby of metal detecting, it has also woken up English Heritage, the Forestry Commission, English Nature, DEFRA, ALGAO, Tony Robinson and Uncle Tom Cobley and all, and not to be gazumped by the Portable Antiquities Scheme, they are all producing reams of documents, codes and guidelines, some have been threatening, some pointless. Not only have the NCMD been deluged with mountains of paper but it has been very counter productive to the mission of the Portable Antiquities Scheme and has at times served only as a threat to the success of the scheme!

Today I want to send a clear message to all these bureaucrats - GET OFF OF OUR CASE - leave the responsible hobby alone, go and do something you think you understand, like managing sheep or planting trees.  You are preventing empowerment by trying to inflict archaeological controls; matters that relate to the detecting hobby should be channelled through the Portable Antiquities Scheme. The Scheme had already succeeded in gaining our confidence while you were messing about formulating rulebooks! It has taken two hundred years for archaeology to get its act together and create standards, and archaeology still has many divisions! It’s only taken 25 years for metal detection to reach a stage where results are being proudly achieved, and revolutionised archaeological thinking in the process. The responsible hobby is ready to move forward in tandem with the now permanent Portable Antiquities Scheme and show what can be achieved in future years, but we will not tolerate meddling in the hobby or the scheme. The Portable Antiquities Scheme not only understands the MD hobby and discusses issues surrounding metal detecting frankly and honestly, they also understand the needs of archaeology and environmental issues. I believe the Portable Antiquities Scheme needs to evolve as the orchestrating body that combines the interests and concerns of us all! 

Regardless of whether we use a detector or a trowel. Providing the Portable Antiquities Scheme continue to treat the detectors users as ‘customers’ and do not become over confident, like a well known high street store (no marks for guessing which one), then customers will remain loyal. And providing there is meaningful dialogue to and from the archaeological world, via the scheme, we should all see the benefits.

But let’s not be carried off by euphoria, there are still detector users that have no interest in what we are achieving, and there are still archaeologists that would be rid of metal detection, or attempt to control the hobby with meaningless unworkable rules and regulations. As we, in the NCMD, have seen many times, and there are still the nighthawks to be dealt a damaging blow, but enlightened detector users and archaeologists are now, I believe, the mainstream of today and the future of our past.   

As the shinning, new Portable Antiquities Scheme train gets ready to leave the station (without any baggage), it will be mainstream, futuristic, thinking detector users, archaeologists, historians and the like that are on board, leaving behind those that cannot see further than their noses and bury old prejudices. They will be the losers, while we are debating our passion, the finds, the landscapes, the meanings, and putting flesh on our past, the others, both detectorist and archaeologist, will be left standing on the platform in a time warp, shouting obscenities at each other and probably us, with outdated ideologies and misconceptions. However, I believe that future is ours, and the more distant we are from the disbelievers, the more isolated and vulnerable they will become; eventually they will have to catch up, give up, or join the dark side! And to those people be warned, the dark side is coming under scrutiny now.  I believe and expect the future of the PAS will be to empower everyone to share in the understanding of our past, set achievable, acceptable standards for all and create a vehicle (or train as I called it) that we all want to be on and part of. I say to you all - recognise it! Get on board! Let’s get out of the station - there is an exciting journey ahead! Thank you.
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