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Background 
 
As part of the Castleshaw Roman Forts Hinterland Survey, the Friends of Castleshaw 
Roman Forts carried out an archaeological evaluation of an area of land adjacent to the 
south bank of Waters Clough and to the north-west of the Castleshaw Centre, Waterworks 
Lane, Castleshaw, near Delph, Saddleworth, located at SD99470921. The land is owned by 
United Utilities and farmed by David Hirst. 

In 2016 the Friends investigated the extent and character of two low, ruined walls sited on 
the high bank overlooking Waters Clough (Redhead 2016). The extant walls were surveyed 
and test pits excavated to determine the plan form. It was found that the walls represented a 
fragment of a much larger structure forming a rectangle of 20 x 10 metres with well-made 
gritstone walls set in a hard, dark orange-yellow gritty mortar. There was evidence for 
internal wall divisions but no flooring survived, nor was there any dating evidence. Given that 
the building is not shown on any historic maps it must pre-date the earliest map of 1822, or 
have been overlooked by cartographers. Further site investigations would help to provide 
artifactual dating evidence as well as enable a better understanding of the buildingôs 
function, internal layout, and the nature and extent of associated walls and yards.  
 
The 2017 programme of evaluation comprised four days of test pitting and digging small 
evaluation trenches to build on the test pitting carried out in 2016. This work was undertaken 
on 13th May, 29th May, 16th July and the 28th August. The 13th May evaluation saw only one 
piece of excavation at the óruinô site as the work that day was focused on the adjacent 
Roman road (subject of a separate evaluation report). The other three days concentrated on 
the potential archaeology to the west and east of the visible ruined walls.  
 

 
Location of investigation area, centred on the óruinô 
 
 
This report can be accessed as a pdf on the Friends of Castleshaw Roman Forts website: 
www.castleshawarchaeology.co.uk .   
 
 

http://www.castleshawarchaeology.co.uk/
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The aerial photograph above, dating to the late 1990s, shows the line of walls revealed 
during the 2016 investigations. These depict a structure measuring 20 by 10 metres aligned 
on a north to south axis. On either side of the structure can be seen a rectangular area with 
lines representing potential walls and gullies. The Google Earth picture below shows the 
same site but looking from just north of the ruin. The key indicates the main features: A = 
remains of ruined walls beside the bank of Waters Clough with a pronounced earth bank 
bounding the edge of the slope down to the clough, B = rectangular platform of possible 
western range, C = rectangular platform of possible eastern range, D = central range 
incorporating the ruined walls and showing parallel lines, with the southern edge of the 
central range defined by a vegetation change, E = the line of the Roman road which appears 
to be partly cut into by the eastern range building platform (C). 
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Results for 13th May 2017 

                                  
Cliff, Steve and Mike excavate a section against the northernmost ruined wall 

Test pits were excavated either side of the northern wall of the ruin to examine the depth of 

the wall foundation and evidence for a floor surface. The external test pit revealed two 

courses of stone representing a wall depth at this point of 40 cm. A deposit of mid-grey silty 

clay loam with frequent pieces of mid orange-yellow mortar was encountered level with the 

base of the first course of stonework, at a depth of 30 cm beneath the turf line. This deposit 

was c 15 cm deep against the wall and tapered away from it, being the construction phase 

material. It was evident that the foundation trench was cut very neatly and very close to the 

foundation stonework. The interior test pit was located next to an internal return wall. This 

found natural clay at a shallow depth of around 10 cm, with no evidence for a floor. The 

internal wall butted up against the external but was of similar construction. The natural clay 

is an excellent material for building on. The foundations were robust and well-constructed, 

which is consistent with the high quality of walling seen elsewhere in the structure. 

 
External wall test pit (left, looking south) and internal test pit (right, looking west). 
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At the end of the day, the digging team took the opportunity to explore the land immediately 

to the west of the ruined walls. It was very apparent that other potential walls existed in this 

area, along with the lines of what appeared to be linear depressions. The aerial photographs 

indicate a rectangular platform and this was evident on the ground as a flat area defined by 

low linear mounds interpreted as grassed-over wall foundations. Clearly there is more to the 

site than the central structure of 20 metres by 10 metres defined in our test pitting last year. 

 

Left to right: Sue, Mark, Rob and Eleanor stand on the possible wall lines for a structure west 

of the ruin. 

 

Results for 29th May 2017: the West Range 

 

 

Commencement of test pitting on the site of the west range, looking east. The central 

rangeôs upstanding walls are in the background beyond the figure in yellow. 



6 

 

 
7 test pits and trenches were excavated to define the extent of the structure to the west of 
the central range. These are denoted by letters A to G on the plan above and described 
below. 
 
A 3 metre long trench (A) was opened up across one of the most prominent grassed-over 
wall bases along the western wall line of the putative structure, around 20 metres from the 
western wall of the central range. This was found to have wall remains stepping down from 
two courses in height to just a robber trench on the east side where all stonework had been 
removed. The surviving wall section was consistent with that found in the central structure in 
the 2016 evaluation. It was 50 cm wide comprising roughly dressed facing stones with a 
narrow rubble core, set in a dark orange-yellow mortar. 
 

 
Well-preserved section of southern wall (A), looking south, showing wall construction with 
the dark orange-yellow mortar visible. 
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A narrow test pit was excavated 10 metres east of the well-preserved section of wall 
foundation. Here only the vestiges of the wall foundation trench survived, with all the stone 
work having been robbed out.  
 

 
Robbed-out section of southern wall line (B), with only the mortar surviving within the 
foundation trench cut into natural yellow clay. Looking east. Scale = 1 metre. 
 
The south-west corner of the western range was found at 31.8 metres from the central 
rangeôs western wall. Evidence for the corner was found in a trench that exposed well-
preserved foundations of the southern wall, similar to that shown above, joining a robber 
trench representing the return wall for the western gable. As seen elsewhere, there was no 
evidence for floor surfaces on the interior with natural light white-yellow clay being exposed 
at very shallow levels beneath the turf line. 
 

 
South-west corner of western range (C), with southern wall base evident at the top, and the 
robbed-out western wall on right with a few disturbed stones left in the trench. Looking south. 
 
The north-west corner of the trench was also investigated. This was better preserved with 
both the western gable wall and northern return wall having coursed stonework forming a 
level surface. Again, the construction was consistent with that seen elsewhere in terms of 
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the wall being 50 cm wide and bonded with dark orange-yellow mortar. The western gable 
wall extended beyond the junction with the northern wall. This suggests either a corner 
buttress or the continuation of the wall northwards beyond the western range. Excavation of 
this area was limited by time constraints and the presence of apparent 20th century activity in 
the form of spreads of concrete. It is not clear why the concrete is at this location. It did not 
overly the earlier stone building foundation. Beyond this north-west corner of the west range 
the land drops away to a ford across the stream (Waters Clough) and a possible trackway is 
apparent. This is an area that would repay further investigation.  
 

 
 
The north-west corner foundation of the western range (D), looking south, showing an offset 
(bottom of photo) for a possible corner buttress. 20th century concrete straddles the early 
walls 
 

 
Looking east from the north-west corner of the west range. The photographic poles show the 
line of the north wall running nearly 32 metres to the central range. The figures on the right 
are working on the southern wall of the west range. 
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A test pit was excavated half way along the line of the northern wall at (E), around 19 metres 
from the north-west corner. Here the wall foundation was well-preserved, with natural yellow 
clay on either side ï as can be seen in the photograph below (looking west). 
 

 
 
 

Between this test pit and the central range, a further exploratory test pit was excavated 
diagonally across the line of the wall (F). This revealed a two-course deep section of wall 
foundation in the western part of the test pit but with the wall having been removed/robbed 
out in the eastern part. 

 

   
Test pit across north wall of the western range showing stepped survival of footings (F) with, 
on the right, the figures standing on the far north-west corner of the building. Looking west. 
 
Finally, a small area was opened up against the western wall of the central range to examine 
where the northern wall should join it (G). As can be seen below, there was evidence for the 
wall here but only in the form of pieces of mortar showing where stone footings had been 
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located. The wall remnants appeared to abut the footings of the eastern wall of the central 
range (visible in the photograph below under the 1 metre photo scale, looking north). 
 

 
 
The investigations of 29th May demonstrated the existence of a very substantial western 
range measuring 31.8 metres long by 8.4 metres wide. The extent of the excavated and 
known remains are plotted below. It appeared from analysis of aerial photographs, together 
with the platform visible on the ground, that there was an eastern range of similar 
proportions. This became the focus of the final two days of investigation. 
 

 
 
Plan showing possible east range (dashed line) to right of the central structure 
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Results for 16th July: the East Range 
 

 
Nick and Gill excavate a test pit across the eastern range gable wall, with the measuring 
tape on the left showing the full length of the building. The figures in the background are at 
the central range, with Waters Clough to the right. The overgrown nature of the site made 
excavation and recording more challenging. Looking west. 
 
Prior to digging test pits across the east range, the Friends also undertook a resistivity 
survey across the full footprint of the structure with the plotted results shown below. 
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The short vertical, central red line represents the visible section of ruined wall on the western 
side of the central range. The survey clearly shows wall lines for the building, some of which 
had been proven through site excavation, but also including apparent internal divisions. 
Other features show up as well, such as the line of the earthwork bank angling across the 
top right edge of the survey plot. Of particular note is a linear anomaly running alongside but 
just outside the southern wall of the building range. The surveyors, Phil and Jane, noted that 
the probes encountered a hard, stony surface just under the turf for a considerable distance 
along the southern side of the building leading right up to the Roman road to the east. 
 
In all, 8 test pits and trenches were dug to explore the site of the proposed eastern range 
and ancillary features. These are shown as letters H to R below. 
 

 
 
A 2 metre by 1 metre trench (H) was excavated close to the Roman road to determine its 
character and how it relates to the eastern range of the building. The excavation revealed a 
solid surface of gritstone, with a mix of medium, angular flat-laid stones and smaller 
metalling. No finds came from this surface and it was assumed to be part of the Roman 
road, being similar to examples excavated at the Roman fort site. 
 
A further trench was excavated just south of, and adjacent to, the southern wall of the central 
range (I). This trench was only 0.5m wide and 2 metres long. It revealed a rough stone 
surface made of angular medium to large gritstones, with a kerb apparent on the southern 
side of the trench forming an edge with soft, rushy vegetation. From within the fill of a linear 
depression in the stone surface came two sherds of Pennine Gritty Ware. These are the first 
datable, stratified finds from the site of the building. They can be dated to the later medieval 
period, ie the 12th to 15th centuries. 
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Stone surface (H) interpreted as part of the Roman road. Looking west. 
 

 
Slot excavated across rough stone surface (I) adjacent to the central range southern wall. 
The kerb can be seen on the left and from the depression just to the right of this came the 
medieval pottery sherds. Looking west. 
 

 
The two body sherds of Pennine Gritty Ware 
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Trench (J) was excavated to look for the northern wall of the east range where it connects to 
the eastern wall of the central range. No evidence for the wall footing was found, although a 
spread of dark orange-yellow mortar was evident. However, based on later trenching of the 
eastern gable wall of the eastern range, it is possible that (J) is positioned to far south. 
Further exploratory work a little further north of (J) is desirable. 
 

 
The eastern wall edge of the central range is well defined in trench (J), with a spread of dark 
orange-yellow mortar visible on the left side of the photograph. Looking west. 
 
Aerial photograph analysis suggested that the extant, ruined wall at the north-east corner of 
the central range is not actually the corner of the building. A small trench (K) was opened up 
to clarify this. It found the remains of a wall base running eastwards from the corner, 
demonstrating that the central range is more complex and extensive than previously thought. 
The extent of this northern wall should be defined in future investigations. 
 

 
The trench at (K), looking east. Footings of the northern wall can be seen as mortar and 
rubble in a grey silt fill. 
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The main purpose of the investigations on 16th July was to locate and define the east wall of 
the eastern range, with 4 test pits being excavated. A 1 metre square test pit was dug across 
the suspected site of the north-east corner of the eastern range (M). This  immediately came 
on to a dense spread of gritstones. These were on edge but closely packed together, as 
though a section of wall had been pushed over. There was not time to define the edge of the 
stones or their relationship to the possible building corner. 
 

 
Stone spread at suggested north-east corner of eastern range (M), looking west. 
 
It was not possible to distinguish a wall foundation so another test pit (N) was excavated 2 
metres to the south. This successfully located the site of the east wall, although at this point 
it had clearly been extensively robbed out with just a few stones and mainly mortar surviving 
in situ. 
 

 
Remains of east wall footing exposed in (N), looking east. 


