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Agnes Beck, a history graduate, investigates two intriguing mysteries set within a small rural town.

The Coin

When a metal detectorist is found dead in a farm field, Agnes is called in as a historical consultant due to the detectorist unearthing a rare medieval coin.

Discovering an ancient pilgrim's path nearby, she launches her own investigation and uncovers facts missed by the police.

Facing resistance from detectives, hostile social media, and a truculent farmer, Agnes pushes forward — culminating at a detectorists' dig event where she reaches a surprising conclusion.

(Approx 1hr 45 mins read)

A Victorian Scandal

After buying a history book at a Victorian Evening Fayre, Agnes becomes fascinated with the life of Harriet, a local woman from the mid 1800s, whose fiancé was shot dead before the wedding took place. As a result of the ensuing scandal, Harriet left home to become a governess, later dying of consumption.

Believing there is more to Harriet’s story, Agnes is determined to uncover the truth, but comes across an immediate problem; Harriet’s personal letters were written in code.

As well as trying to crack the code, Agnes attends a Victorian séance to seek answers. One question remains: Were Harriet’s secrets of the past meant to remain hidden?

(Approx 1hr 10 mins read)
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“Just read in the local news that one of them metal detectives has died at a farm.”

Agnes looked up from her mobile phone. “Oh? Suspicious?”

Danni shrugged. “Doesn’t say, but police are involved.”

Agnes sat opposite Danni in their favourite café after a Saturday morning of shopping. There were smells of coffee and cooking, a queue at the counter, staff with flush faces, and the door opening and closing at regular intervals letting in a winter breeze. A low hum of conversation was punctuated by the occasional clink of cups against saucers.

“Poor man. Wonder what his story is.”

“Dads got a metal detector. Used it to find coins under trees in the local park.”

“Detectorists, they call them.”

Danni made a quizzical face then brightened up. “Yeah, that’s right. It’s a comedy programme on TV with that scarecrow bloke.”

Agnes tapped on her mobile. “Ah yes. Worzel Gummidge.” She wiped her mouth again with a serviette. “All done?”

“Yep.”

“I’ll get this.”

Agnes leant on the table to stand and using a walking stick went over to the counter to pay.

With a recent birthday, the now twenty-six-year old’s height, plain features, dark-medium hair, and green eyes contrasted with Danni. A year younger and born and raised in Blendton, Danni had a curvy figure, a round face and a bright smile.

Later in the evening, Agnes pottered about in her rented ground floor maisonette cooking a meal and feeding Moxy, a cross breed multi coloured cat. The TV in the sitting room blared out the theme tune of the local news report. Agnes turned to watch.

“Police were called today to Bridge House Farm, Blendton to investigate the death of a detectorist. The man, yet to be formally identified, was working on his own, detecting in a field with permission from the farmer.” Footage showed the farm entrance and a long distant view of a field with a bevy of officers and forensic staff.

Detective chief inspector Sheila Gregg, whom Agnes recognised from the Jessica Findlay case last year, gave a statement.

“We can confirm that there is a police investigation into a man who sadly died today while metal detecting. Though he has not been formally identified, our thoughts are with the next of kin. Police are involved in the investigation to rule out foul play. Our enquiries are ongoing and we ask if anyone witnessed or knows anything about this unfortunate incident to please contact us at police headquarters.”

The report returned to the news announcer. “We’ll update you as the story develops. Onto other news.”

Interesting Agnes thought. If it was a procedural type of case where someone dies suddenly, but no suspicious circumstances are found, a lower ranked officer may give the media a statement. Why would the DCI give the police statement? Perhaps there was more to the case.

The remainder of the evening was spent watching a film and drinking German wheat beer; a small throwback to her German heritage. It was her late father’s work on genealogy which got her interested in history, enough to study the Middle Ages in Europe as part of her early and modern history degree.

The next day, as per a normal Sunday routine, Agnes spent time at the gym and in the afternoon received the weekly shop delivery. Later, a surprise email arrived from Sofia Drexdell, the country historian whom Agnes assisted recently when a skeleton dating back to the Middle Ages was uncovered.

Agnes. Asking a favour. You may have heard about the poor man found dead in the farm field yesterday. The police were very sketchy – and this is confidential, but they found a coin on him, believed to be from Edward III’s reign. They are getting fed up with phone calls from detectorists offering advice and would like a one-page summary giving a historical perspective. Appreciate that this is more your history period, so I mentioned you to the chief inspector. Due to your previous work with her, she was happy for you to help and keen for the matter to remain local. If you agree, I’ll send through the police email address; they’ll give you more details.

Sofia.

Agnes sat back surprised by the sudden request. The need to keep it local was understandable. Once County wide, say involving university staff, the matter could become a circus of social media spin with online ‘detectives’ swooping onto the farm. Also, it was satisfying to think the chief inspector remembered and trusted her.

Sofia. Yes, I am willing to assist.

Agnes.

Sofia replied with the police contact email and, though Sunday evening, Agnes contacted them straight away.

A response arrived back within thirty minutes – they must have an incident room up and running. Attached with the brief email containing a warning about the confidentiality of the case was a satellite map with a red circle set within a barren, brown, field and tagged with ‘location of the deceased’. The police also wanted the historical information as soon as possible.

With a fresh cup of tea and her notebook by her side, Agnes booted up her laptop and began her investigation. To give a historical perspective for that period, she could just copy and paste information from web sites, or ask AI to do it for her. However, the police and the coroner wanted more than a superficial overview.

As mentioned in the news report, the detectorist died on Bridge House Farm, Bridge Road on the outskirts of Blendton. The farm mainly produced cabbages, cauliflower, broccoli, Brussels sprouts and kale and the owners Mr and Mrs Thompson had worked the farm for the last forty years.

A satellite view revealed the usual patchwork of fields, with woodland areas, minor roads, water courses and the farm and outbuildings. But what about during Edward III’s time? Agnes zoomed out to incorporate surroundings villages and considered the area through the lens of the Middle Ages.

In that era, a baron owned land the size of a modern county. A lord, along with his staff, ran a village, overseeing the harvests, tax collection, and the peasant workers.

Agnes fetched a copy of the ‘Monks’ map which became an important part of a previous investigation. At the start of the fifteen century, an unknown monk, fearing the Catholic church may be fragmenting, journeyed around local villages in order to create a record.

This was no Ordnance Survey map with kilometres and definition, far from it. It was a crude sketch on vellum drawn with a quill pen and iron-gall ink, with a brown pigment added in places. Miraculously, the rolled up vellum survived the centuries with the original now stored in an air-conditioned archive with high quality scans available for researchers.

Agnes located Blendton and ran a finger down towards the general area of Bridge House farm. She squinted at seeing a faintly dotted line and using a magnifying glass saw that the line ran down from Blendton, through other villages, along the top of the farm through a wood and across country. The line ended at Durnebury cathedral.

A pilgrim’s path?

To confirm this, she found historical notes on the cathedral’s website. In medieval times, a holy well ‘with sacred waters to cleanse the soul and soothe pains’ became a place of pilgrimage for many.

When comparing the maps with a current satellite image, Agnes could see that a public footpath ran through the wooded area of the farm, following the original line of the pilgrim’s path. And the field where the detectorist died ran directly south of that woodland. Hundreds of people over the centuries must have walked through the woods and beyond; a detectorists dream.

Though always drawn to all things Medieval, Agnes spent a few minutes searching other historical aspects of the area.

Bingo - a historical record regarding troop movements during the English Civil War.

With the facts now to hand, within fifteen minutes the first draft was ready and half an hour later, finished.

Edward III, reigned England between 1327 and 1377. Notable events occurring included the Black Death and the Hundred Years War with France. The historical era is also referred to as the Middle Ages or the Medieval period and many coins bearing the king’s likeness were minted.

In the 1300’s Bridge House farm and its fields would have been part of the medieval feudal system, where land was divided into strips worked by peasants both for themselves and their lord. The Catholic Church deeply influenced daily life and death across most of society.

I believe that the current public footpath within the woodland at the top of the field in question was traversed by pilgrim’s during the Middle Ages, as they journeyed to Durnebury cathedral to visit its holy well reputed to have ‘healing powers’. To God-fearing folk, a pilgrimage provided a way to express faith, seek healing, and engage socially.

Pilgrims were vulnerable to crime, ill health, and the general hardship of walking long distances in exposed conditions. They would have passed stalls offering refreshment and religious trinkets, which they purchased with coins or trader tokens.

It is unsurprising, therefore, given the historical backdrop that a coin of this period was discovered in this field.

Unless the coin was a lucky find, could a detectorist have uncovered the history easily? Yes. After a few specific internet searches, I discovered a document relating to the history of Durnebury cathedral which included a map of a pilgrim’s path. One such route follows the public path by the field in question. I think a detectorist would be ‘excited’ by such information. I also have a copy of a map drawn by a monk in the Middle Ages, which I believe is only available via a personal visit to the Durneshire county museum archive. This map, too depicts the pilgrim’s path along the same line as the public footpath.

For completeness, I also discovered that in later times, 1643, a skirmish (not a battle) occurred about 3 kilometres east of the farm during the English Civil War. Parliamentary troops were moved up to a muster point with the route of their march taking them either through or nearby to the Bridge House farm fields. This too would be attractive to detectorists.

In summary, the field therefore may have artefacts, coins, and trinkets etc from these two periods of history with supportive historical information freely available on the internet.

Agnes Beck

BA (Hons) First Class in Early and Modern History, University of Warwick.

Once sent, Agnes copied in Sofia, then with a decaff tea in hand, sat on the settee to write some thoughts.

Given that historical information was available via the internet, the man may have spent time researching other fields in Blendton before selecting Bridge House Farm. Did he have, like Agnes, a fondness for the Middle Ages or was he originally looking for English Civil War artifacts? 

The media said he was a detectorist, so must have had all the gear and experience. Agnes thought of him walking across the field sweeping the metal detector back and forth until hearing an interesting beep. A dig down and then eventually, a coin was discovered. 

To what depth did he dig?

Agnes paused; this was important. Based on previous experiences at university excavations when uncovering Medieval sites, they often dug down to a depth of over thirty centimetres. Added to this was that the dead man was detecting in a barren wind swept field, in February, which involved the physical exertion of digging into half frozen topsoil.

Moxy, as if on cue, jumped up on her lap for a nuzzle. Agnes stroked the cat’s head and ears while recalling a recent news event of a detectorist pilloried by the detectorist community. He deliberately buried a small jewellery box in a field, only to ‘discover’ the find later.

The police forensic examiners would have found a hole, wouldn’t they? Agnes pursued the thought further. If there wasn’t any sign of digging, then either the man found the coin nearer the surface or ... something else...  

Wasn’t she the police liaison historian?

Hi.

I wanted to mention another aspect of historical note - plough depths!

Let me explain.

If a coin or artifact were dropped in a field during the Medieval period, a typical plough of the period would churn the item to a depth of about 15cm. Over the centuries, ploughs increased in size, meaning that artifacts could be churned down to at least a depth of 30 to 45cm or more. Rain, incline, and the type of soil may also influence the depth and movement of an artifact.

Did the detectorist dig a deep enough hole?

Regards.

Agnes Beck

BA (Hons) First Class in Early and Modern History, University of Warwick.

She copied in Sofia and as it was getting late prepared sandwiches for work and went to bed.

Monday mornings were usually busier in the council call centre where Agnes worked full time. Callers seemed to stock up on queries from the weekend. During a loo break, Agnes was heartened to read an email from the police.

Agnes. Thanks for the historical summary. This was well received by the DCI and the team.

As to your second email about plough depths, we would like to explore this further. We are visiting the farm tomorrow afternoon, Tuesday. DC’s Grassland and Singh would like to meet you there at 1400.

Short and to the point with no additional information. Rather than a rebuff, the email must have sparked discussion, enough for a meeting. It would mean taking time off work and paying for a cab.

She forwarded the email to Sofia and received a reply within five minutes.

Well done, Agnes, putting the County History dept on the map (we need that at the moment!) I guess you would be at work tomorrow afternoon. Leave it with me, I’ll speak to your manager. It is a police request after all!

Sofia.

A few minutes later, the supervisor began hovering around, eventually managing to interject after a call.

She put a hand on Agne’s desk. “Police business?”

Agnes glanced up. “Yes. It’s to do with the man who died in the field while detecting?”

“Saw it on the news.”

“I’m helping the police with a historical perspective. They are very tight lipped about it but require me to visit the field.”

The manager raised an eyebrow. “I can give you two hours’ time off for special business. The remainder is from your time owed.”

“Thanks.”

At least that’s two hours saved. Agnes messaged Danni, asking a favour.

Yep, can pick you up.

You are a star.

And???

Bun with cherry on top?

X

Good, at least there was a lift home. But what was she letting herself in for?
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At midday, the following day, Agnes logged off and ate a sandwich in the break room before changing into jeans, a denim shirt, jumper and welly boots. She folded her work clothes neatly, slid them into a large shopping bag, then put on an overcoat, left unbuttoned; while checking a white woolly hat, scarf and gloves were tucked inside the pockets. The backpack, kept by her side during the morning, contained a notebook, laptop, a folder with printed maps and documents, and a water bottle and snacks.

The choice of walking stick today was a plain one which could be easily cleaned.

The cab arrived on time and within twenty minutes arrived outside the main entrance of the farm. With backpack on and holding the shopping bag, she walked through the open gate and along a semi paved road towards the farmhouse. An old Land Rover, chugging out diesel fumes, slowed down to pass by and then parked on a wide concreted area in front of the farmhouse.

Two people, clearly the police officers, stepped out of a car as Agnes approached. One a slightly rotund middle-aged woman with a sour face and the other a man in his twenties with a look of excitement.

They were joined by the Land Rover driver. Judging by the work clothes this would be the farm owner, Mr Thompson.

The woman officer moved her head slightly, “Agnes?”

“Yes,” Agnes replied.

“Recognised you.”

Was that good or bad?

The farmer wiped his hands down
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