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EARLY MEDIEVAL LICHFIELD: A REASSESSMENT

ANDREW SARGENT

INTRODUCTION

From November 2005 to January 2006 an excavation at the site of Cross Keys car park in 
Lichfield revealed evidence for several phases of early medieval buildings, of great importance both 
in their own right and in terms of Lichfield’s early history. This paper aims to provide a detailed 
summary of the results of the excavation, which has not yet been published, and also to take the 
opportunity offered by these discoveries to reassess the origins and early development of Lichfield 
more broadly. It therefore begins with an analysis of the current state of knowledge, as evolved by 
several scholars over the past sixty years, in order to provide a context for the excavation summary 
that follows; both sections subsequently inform the concluding discussion, in which the significance 
of the early medieval structures is evaluated, a revised vision of Lichfield’s origins is proposed, and 
new questions requiring further investigation are highlighted. 

It is difficult to separate the origins of Lichfield from the history of the cathedral, founded by St 
Chad in 669 when he settled the Mercian see there during the reign of King Wulfhere, as described 
by the 8th-century authors Bede of Jarrow and Stephen of Ripon (respectively HE iv. 3 and VW 
15). Nevertheless, Lichfield is a polyfocal settlement of which the cathedral forms only one part. A 
short topographical text dating to the 13th century, presumably written by a scribe at the cathedral, 
describes two religious houses (monasteria) at Lichfield, the cathedral to the west and the ‘House 
of St Chad’ (statio Sancti Ceddae) to the east at Stowe, where St Chad apparently preached to the 
people (Dugdale 1846, VI (3), 1242). Three centuries later, John Leland divided Lichfield into two 
parts, the cathedral to the north and the ‘mayne towne’ to the south, separated by three pools strung 
along the Curborough brook: two smaller ones to the west (of which only Minster Pool now survives) 
and a larger one downstream to the east (the present Stowe Pool). In the main town Leland located 
the three churches of St Mary in the Market Place, St Michael on Greenhill, and St Chad at Stowe, 
associating the last with St Chad’s Well, a spring with a stone in the bottom, which ‘some say that 
Cedde was wont nakyd to stond on in the water, and pray’, and where ‘Cedd had his oratorie in 
the tyme of Wulphere Kynge of the Merchis’ (Toulmin Smith 1906–10, II, 99–102). These texts 
essentially identify the distinct parts of the historic town, whose separate origins and relation to 
one another have formed the basis of interpretations of Lichfield’s history over the last sixty years.

Much of the research to date has had a topographical flavour. In the early 1950s Harry Thorpe 
investigated Lichfield’s geomorphology, undertaking several bore-holing operations around the pools, 
and distinguished the dry, elevated location of the cathedral, productive of good sandstone providing 
solid foundations and building material, from the valley of the Curborough brook below (Thorpe 
1950/1, 149). Later, in 1969, Christopher Taylor undertook an analysis of the street plan and identi-
fied the main town at Lichfield, south of Minster Pool, as a planned foundation, articulated around a 
rectilinear street grid with regular tenement plots, and probably initiated by Bishop Roger de Clinton 
a short time before the middle of the 12th century (Taylor 1969, 43–49). Like Thorpe, Taylor sought 
a topographical logic to the settlement, and was puzzled by its location on low-lying, potentially 
marshy ground; he tentatively connected this situation with Lichfield’s pre-Conquest topography, 
proposing a loose cluster of smaller settlements, the first at Gaia, immediately north-west of the 
cathedral close, and the second on Greenhill, both higher, drier, sandstone-based sites, joined by 
a third at Sandford, on the evidence of the potentially early place-name, with the later planned 
town located in the space between them (Taylor 1969, 49). Jim Gould later added a fourth putative 
settlement at Stowe, around St Chad’s church, where Thorpe had identified a safe crossing of the 
Curborough brook (Gould 1976, 8; Thorpe 1950/1, 147).

In 1982 Steven Bassett undertook a detailed topographical analysis of the morphology of Lichfield’s 
streets and tenement plots and of the field boundaries of the surrounding township, reconstructing an 
original town plan based upon patterns existing at the time or observed on the first edition Ordnance 
Survey map, then explaining deviations from this original as the results of a rather complex sequence 
of subsequent developments. A few years later, Terry Slater criticised Bassett’s model, noting the 
important effects of pre-existing settlements and roads on any newly-established town plans, and the 
small probability of substantial changes to a town plan once established, given the tenurial logistics 
involved (Slater 1986). Slater presented an alternative model of the town’s evolution, based upon 
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 EARLY MEDIEVAL LICHFIELD: A REASSESSMENT 3

M. R. G. Conzen’s concept of town plan-units, ‘areas of a town whose combination of streets, plots 
and buildings have a measure of morphological unity which make them separate and distinct from 
neighbouring plan-units’, enabling the elucidation of a sequence of development for the settlement 
as a whole (Slater 1986, 12). In addition to his identification of many of the principles by which 
the 12th-century town was laid out, Slater revisited Taylor’s pre-Conquest settlement nuclei, both 
supporting early settlements in the plan-units of Gaia and Stowe and, more tentatively, approving 
the possibility of early settlement in the Greenhill plan-unit; furthermore, he proposed additional 
early settlement along Stowe Street and around the pool-side parts of Dam Street and Bird Street, 
also airing the possibility of early plots along Beacon Street (Slater 1986, 24–26, 35). 

Slater’s model has not subsequently been challenged, and represents the current orthodoxy con-
cerning Lichfield’s development. The early chronology of this development, and in particular the 
origins of the various early medieval settlement nuclei, are less well established. The account of 
St Chad presented by Bede distinguishes between Chad’s church of St Mary and the later church 
of St Peter into which Chad’s bones were translated, and describes a ‘more retired dwelling-place 
(mansio) not far from the church’; also referred to as an oratory (oratorius), the latter was large 
enough to contain seven or eight brothers reading and praying together, and it was there that Chad 
received divine foreknowledge of his death from the soul of his dead brother Cedd. Thorpe asserted, 
apparently justified by ‘tradition’, that Stowe represents the site of Chad’s original church, with the 
cathedral marking the site of the later St Peter’s (Thorpe 1950/1, 147); this claim was subsequently 
repeated by several of the authors discussed above. In fact, the tradition probably comprises no more 
than the texts referred to at the beginning of this paper, perhaps with the addition of the 13th- or 
14th-century Life of Saints Wulfhad and Ruffin, which features the ‘Spring of St Chad’ (fons Sancti 
Ceddae) located outside the saint’s hermitage, plausibly understood as a reference to the site at Stowe 
(Mellows 1949, 140–159; Rumble 1997). These texts more convincingly associate Stowe with the 
oratory described by Bede, supported by the common association of holy wells dedicated to native 
saints with sites of ascetic retreat (Harte 2008, I, 58). Both St Mary’s and St Peter’s were almost 
certainly located on the site of the present cathedral.

Much speculation has also focused on the possibility that an earlier Christian community existed 
at Lichfield prior to Chad’s arrival. An Old Welsh poem known as Marwnad Cynddylan is implicated 
in much of this, as it relates a raid on Caer Luitcoed in the mid 7th century. Henry Bradley (1886) 
first proposed the connection between Luitcoed and the first element of the place-name Lichfield 
(Old English *Lyccid), both being reflexes of the Brittonic district name *Letocaiton, meaning ‘grey 
wood’, and his equation of the two has since been universally accepted. The location of the caer is 
less certain; the term simply denotes a city, but whether this city was the Roman site of Letocetum 
at Wall or a settlement at Lichfield is debated (Gould 1993). In the poem, a rather elliptical pas-
sage probably describes a bishop and monks as impotent to prevent the slaughter that accompanied 
the raid, although this translation has also been debated, and is reckoned simply as the most likely 
meaning by the poem’s most recent editor, Jenny Rowland (1990, 174–189). Rowland has also raised 
the possibility that, rather than being resident at the site, the religious personnel were part of the 
train of an invading Northumbrian army, although her argument proceeds from an assumption that 
the events described by the poem can be meaningfully contextualised by what little we know of the 
politics of the time, which mostly derives from Bede (Rowland 1990, 133–135).

Whatever the intended situation, it is also important to note that the poem itself cannot be closely 
dated: Rowland (1990, 181), following Ifor Williams, favours a date soon after the events it describes, 
whilst David Dumville (1988, 12) has suggested a date no earlier than the 9th century; whatever 
the pros and cons of the respective arguments, neither scholar can point to unambiguous linguistic 
criteria to support their cases. Even assuming that a resident community at Lichfield was intended 
by the poem, if it cannot be closely dated, then it is impossible to decide between the possibilities 
that the poem either describes historical events and so accurately refers to a Christian community at 
Lichfield (complete with bishop) before the time of Chad, or inaccurately employs an anachronistic 
reference to the later bishops of Lichfield at a time when the raid was part of local folklore, with 
its historicity incapable of proof. 

Thorpe (1950/1, 147) combined the testimony of the poem with later medieval speculations on the 
place-name to suggest that Chad was attracted to the site by traditions of a massacre of Christians 
in the region. The 13th-century topographer referred to earlier had suggested that Lichfield was 
so called because of the corpses left there after an unidentified battle (from Old English lic, ‘a 
cadaver’), and this theory was subsequently attached to the St Albans legend of St Amphibalus by 
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 EARLY MEDIEVAL LICHFIELD: A REASSESSMENT 23

fill of pit [1095] suggest it may have been used in the tanning process (ibid. 49–50, 77). Clearly 
both clusters represent small-scale industry, broadly dateable to the first half of the 13th century, all 
notably clustered in the south-western part of the site around Fence-line 3, which probably formed 
an integral part of this complex. Only the rectangular pit [1178], also dateable to this period by its 
pottery assemblage, was located further north-east, at a distance from both clusters.

Rátkai identifies a later area of activity to the east of Fence-line 2, characterised by features 
containing a greater proportion of Whiteware, and thus probably backfilled in the late 13th or 14th 
centuries. These comprise pit [507] towards the northern corner of the site, again notably positioned 
just below the top of the early medieval bank, pits [1124] and [1138] towards the eastern corner of 
the site, and beam-slot [1031] about halfway between the two corners. Pits [1124] and [1138] are 
of uncertain purpose, but were probably associated in their use with pit [1132] and Fence-line 1. Pit 
[507] featured lenses of lime amongst its fills, and was thus probably associated with tanning (ibid. 
77). The treatment of cow hides along the edge of the pool during the 13th and 14th centuries cor-
responds with the presence of horn cores in many of the water-lain pool silts, such as (1514) on the 
north-western edge of the site, and (1474) and (1476) in the northern corner. These overlay some 
of the Phase 4 deposits mentioned earlier, and it is evident that pool silts continued to accumulate 
during the later 13th and 14th centuries; several, again overlying those discussed earlier, can be 
explicitly dated to the period by the presence of Whitewares within them, for example: (1270) in 
the southern corner of the site, (1514) towards the western corner, (1514) along the north-western 
edge, and (505) towards the northern corner (see Figures 8 and 9).

Phase 6: Fifteenth to Sixteenth Centuries
This phase witnessed continued activity to the east of Fence-line 2, where pits [1029] and [1132] 

were excavated. As mentioned earlier, the fence posts of Fence-line 2 were probably no longer in 
place at this time, and indeed, pit [1140], which contained sherds of Cistercian Ware and Midlands 
Purple Ware dated to the 15th and 16th centuries, was excavated directly across its line. The earli-
est cultivation soil to seal the pool silts around the northern and western fringes of the site, (1101), 
contained pottery sherds of the 13th and 14th centuries, although many of these may have been 
residual, as silts were still accumulating during that period, as discussed above. However, by Phase 
6, the pool silts appear to have been drying out, and it is probably during this period that cultivation 
was extended onto the former pool edge to any great extent. It is possible that property boundaries 
across the site were marked by hedges at this time, as no trace of fence-lines postdating those of 
the earlier phases was found. 

DISCUSSION

The excavation at Cross Keys is extremely important for several reasons. First, the 5th- or 6th-
century structure is unique in Britain, and is thus of national importance. Second, the remains of 
the SFB are of outstanding quality, providing evidence that can usefully contribute to the study of 
these structures at a national and, indeed, international level. Third, understanding both structures is 
fundamentally important to understanding the early medieval history of Lichfield at local, regional, 
and national scales. The following discussion attempts to tackle all three issues, offering some tenta-
tive interpretations, and promoting their continued study.

The Fifth- or Sixth-Century Structure
This structure is of such singular distinctiveness that it is difficult to know how to begin to interpret 

it. It appears to have stood in isolation, although the south-eastern boundary of the site was only 
about 10m away; nevertheless, its lack of association with other structures or features close by is 
striking. Its masonry construction is very unusual for this period, although there is nothing locally 
or regionally to which it can be closely compared. Its plan, although hypothetical, can plausibly be 
reconstructed as two roughly square chambers arranged side by side, to the extent that, although 
the structure was of one build, the dividing wall was twice as thick as the external walls, giving the 
impression of two separate chambers abutting one another. The construction material, the plastered 
internal walls, and the fact that Lichfield subsequently became an episcopal settlement, combine at 
first impression to suggest that the building may have had an ecclesiastical purpose of some kind.

The quintessential ecclesiastical building is, of course, the church. Excavated churches dated to 
the 5th and 6th centuries in Britain are rare, and all that have been so identified were constructed 
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24 EARLY MEDIEVAL LICHFIELD: A REASSESSMENT

from timber. In England, post-Roman timber churches have been proposed at St Paul-in-the-Bail, 
Lincoln, and St Mary de Lode, Gloucester, although the dating evidence is not secure for either 
building (Steane 2005; Bryant and Heighway 2003); whilst, at Wroxeter it has been suggested that 
the Roman stone-built frigidarium was used as a church attached to the timber villa built across 
the baths basilica in the 6th century, although this is a case of re-use rather than construction de 
novo (White and Barker 1998). In a recent synthesis of the evidence for stone churches in Wales, 
Aimee Pritchard (2009) emphasises the present lack of evidence for either stone or timber churches, 
and argues that the current orthodoxy – that ecclesiastical stone architecture was introduced into 
Wales in the 12th century with the Norman Romanesque style – should be broadened to allow the 
possibility of earlier stone churches; however, she also suggests that these were probably more 
likely to appear from the 9th century, in the context of contacts with the church-building traditions 
of Anglo-Saxon England, and points to Bede’s association of stone architecture with connections 
to the contemporary Roman church, and his explicit statements concerning the timber churches of 
the Irish and the Britons. In another recent synthesis, Conleth Manning (2009) has shown that in 
Ireland stone churches were exceptional in the 8th and 9th centuries, and began to appear in any 
numbers only from the 10th century; the same appears to apply to early medieval Scotland (Yeoman 
2009). Furthermore, the few early timber churches excavated in western Britain typically comprise 
a single rectangular chamber; and subsequent eastern ‘chancels’, usually a much later phenomenon, 
are also typically narrower than the western ‘nave’. At Cross Keys, however, the eastern chamber 
is the same width as the western chamber, albeit slightly tapered. Moreover the structure’s putative 
eastern doorway is inappropriate for a church, and whilst the presence of this feature is not beyond 
dispute, the sunken floor would be highly irregular.

The plan and sunken floor can more easily be compared with late-Roman and early medieval 
mausolea. These are rare in Britain, although several were included in the large late-Roman cem-
etery at Poundbury in Dorset (Sparey-Green 1982). However, the Cross Keys building compares 
particularly well with the 7th- or 8th-century sunken mausoleum or hypogeum at nearby Repton 
(Derbyshire), which in turn compares constructively with a Continental example, the 7th-century 
Hypogée des Dunes in Poitiers. Both examples are at the later end of the funerary tradition that began 
with semi- or fully-sunken Roman burial chambers (Crook 2000, 62), and are strikingly similar in 
plan to the Cross Keys building, although again the putative eastern door in the latter does not cor-
respond with the eastern focus of the later buildings. Nevertheless, the chambers of the Cross Keys 
example are about 2.5m long internally, and thus both could easily host burials aligned east–west. 
The major obstacle to interpreting the Cross Keys building as a funerary structure, however, is its 
complete lack of association with human remains, whether primary or secondary: if it was built as 
a mausoleum, it appears not to have been used as one.

Remaining, for the moment, with an ecclesiastical interpretation, it is possible that the Cross 
Keys structure represents some kind of monastic cell, although again it is easier to find later Anglo-
Saxon referents for its stone-built rectilinear form than contemporary or earlier Brittonic examples. 
For example, excavations undertaken at Whitby in the 1920s revealed several modest rectangular 
stone buildings close to the church divided into living and sleeping areas (Cramp 1976, 227); at 
Jarrow, Rosemary Cramp excavated a rectangular room, attached to the end of a larger hall and 
divided into two small chambers (a small oratory and a living room), which she interpreted as a 
cell, analogous to that employed by Cuthbert on Farne as described in his Lives (ibid. 239); and of 
particular relevance to Cross Keys, Philip Rahtz excavated a sunken-floored building in the Anglo-
Saxon monastic settlement on Glastonbury Tor, which he interpreted as a cell (Rahtz 1970, 24–26, 
31–32). Implicit in these comparisons is the importance of the monastic culture of Rome and Gaul, 
focused at monasteries such as Lérins, which the founders of Anglo-Saxon minsters, such as Benedict 
Biscop of Wearmouth-Jarrow, sought to imitate. If any of these comparisons are valid, then earlier 
connections between western Britain and western Gaul may offer an avenue of further investigation. 

Yet the structure need not have been associated with an ecclesiastical settlement; it might equally 
have provided accommodation for lay people. Setting aside its masonry construction, the sunken 
form of the building is, of course, frequently encountered within Anglo-Saxon settlements primarily 
located in the central, southern, and eastern regions of Britain and in the settlement archaeology 
of northern Germany and southern Scandinavia (see below). However, it is important to note that 
western Britain has also produced evidence for an architectural form based around a sunken pit. This 
was first observed in the settlement constructed over the late-Roman cemetery at Poundbury, outside 
the walls of Dorchester, Dorset, and broadly dated to the 5th and 6th centuries, which featured a 
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group of small houses comprising wattle superstructures erected over pits (Sparey-Green 1996); 
Christopher Sparey-Green has recently proposed that these were part of a monastic settlement due 
to their association with the cemetery (Sparey-Green 2004). Subsequently, James Gerrard has noted 
other examples of this building form in Dorset, all associated with a form of pottery produced in 
the late-Roman and possibly early post-Roman periods (Gerrard 2010), whilst Ewan Campbell and 
Alan Lane have pointed to another possible example of the type in a 6th- to 7th-century settlement 
in Penally, Pembrokeshire (Campbell and Lane 1994). None of these examples was of masonry 
construction, but they serve to broaden the possible sources of influence for the sunken form of the 
Cross Keys structure.

Unfortunately, the negligible wearing of the building’s soft sandy floor, and the complete lack 
of small finds found within, appears to rule out intensive occupation such as might be expected in 
a living space, whether lay or ecclesiastical. It is possible that the structure featured a suspended 
floor, but no evidence for this was found, unless the burnt timbers within its demolition deposit, 
interpreted earlier as roof timbers, should instead be understood as floor timbers; however, such 
a floor would not correspond with the putative door at the eastern end of the building, although, 
as mentioned above, the presence of this latter feature can be disputed. Nevertheless, it is worth 
considering another option. As described earlier, palaeo-environmental analysis of a thin occupa-
tion layer on the floor of the structure, presumably from late in its life, revealed a collection of 
plant remains commensurate with the close proximity, perhaps storage, of unprocessed cereal crops. 
Similar signatures were found in the samples taken from the later SFB (the sunken-featured build-
ing), suggesting similar usage, and it is possible that the Mercian episcopal community constructed 
the SFB on the site of the stone structure because they had already begun to use the earlier building 
for this purpose; the radiocarbon dates certainly allow the stone building to have continued in use 
throughout the 7th century and perhaps into the 8th. In this case, the sample is not representative 
of the earlier, pre-Mercian use of the structure, although the possibility cannot be ruled out that the 
structure had a more utilitarian purpose from the beginning. 

The Sunken-Featured Building
Unlike the stone structure, the sunken-featured building fits readily into an architectural tradition 

commonly associated with Anglo-Saxon settlement (Hamerow 2002, 31–35; Tipper 2004). As men-
tioned above, the palaeo-environmental evidence recovered from samples taken from both phases 
of the SFB indicates that crop storage may have been an important part of their purpose, although 
the small hearth (if that is what it was) in the western corner of the first phase structure suggests 
that this building also fulfilled a different role at some point, however briefly. In a synthesis of the 
evidence for such structures in England and across the North Sea in northern Germany and southern 
Scandinavia, Helena Hamerow (2002, 32–33) notes the general, although not exclusive, position of 
these structures as subsidiary buildings, frequently acting as weaving sheds or storage houses, and 
associated with larger ground-level houses; given the lack of evidence for domestic occupation in 
the Cross Keys structure, such must have been the case here, and the presence of the Curborough 
brook and its small tributary to the north and west suggests that the associated dwelling was situated 
beyond the edge of the site to the south or east.

The Cross Keys structures are exceptional for the amount of detail preserved in their remains, 
and as such can contribute to the regional and national study of these buildings. It has been sug-
gested, chiefly on the basis of evidence excavated at West Stow in Suffolk, that some examples 
featured suspended timber floors over the pit. Both phases of the Cross Keys building appear not 
to have contained such a feature, as the floor surfaces associated with them demonstrated continual 
wear, necessitating several patching operations, and the doorway at the north-eastern end possessed 
a ramp up from the base of the pit to the outside, the second phase featuring what may have been 
the lowest of several wooden steps or duckboards at the base of this ramp; moreover, given the 
extent of preservation of burnt wattle and daub within the destruction deposits, especially towards 
the bases of the walls, it is inconceivable that something of such a floor would not have survived 
as carbonised planks towards the bottom of these deposits. The Cross Keys SFB was thus typical 
of what may have been the great majority of these structures, in which the base of the pit formed 
the floor surface (Hamerow 2002, 31).

The Cross Keys building can also be compared to the early medieval settlement excavated nearby 
at Catholme, about 10km to the north-east (Losco-Bradley and Kinsley 2002). The Cross Keys 
structure was larger than any of the SFBs at Catholme, and its superstructure appears to have been 
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edge, whilst of utilitarian character, can be understood in terms of the industrial and agricultural 
service areas that have been discovered at the edges of monastic settlements such as Portmahomack 
in Scotland (Carver 2008). Indeed, at a time when most settlement was dispersed across the land-
scape, the concentration of population at a minster, or important secular site, must have relied on 
similarly concentrated supplies of food, implicit in the terminology of ‘lord’-ship, derived from Old 
English hlāford, ‘loaf guardian’, and may go some way to explaining the substantial size of the SFB, 
and perhaps also the quality of its stone-built predecessor. It is therefore important also to seek to 
understand Lichfield not simply in terms of the settlement, but also in terms of its territory and its 
relationship with outlying settlements, such as those that formed the bishop’s vast Lichfield estate 
in 1086. The discovery of the Staffordshire Hoard within this hinterland suggests that the early 
medieval history of Lichfield, both as a settlement and as a territory, will continue to contribute to 
local, regional, and national research for many years to come.
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KNAVES CASTLE: A LOST MONUMENT ON OGLEY HAY 
NEAR THE SITE OF THE STAFFORDSHIRE HOARD

WITH SOME THOUGHTS ON THE NAME OGLEY HAY

DAVID HOROVITZ

In July 2009 the great Anglo-Saxon treasure known as the Staffordshire Hoard1 was brought 
to light, with other associated artefacts found nearby in November 2012. The finds were made 
some 4½ miles south-west of Lichfield in a field at Ogley Hay and close to Watling Street, which 
bisects the county horizontally. A little over ¾ of a mile to the west of the site, on the south side 
of Watling Street, lay an enigmatic earthwork, sometimes described as a tumulus, long known as 
‘Knaves Castle’.2 Valuable overviews of the historic landscape of the Ogley Hay area published in 
2010 and 2011 (including a paper in these Transactions) record that when road-widening was car-
ried out in 1971 no sign of any barrow or ditch was found at Knaves Castle, and it had then been 
concluded that the feature was probably natural.3 In addition, in a paper presented to a symposium 
on the Staffordshire Hoard at the British Museum in March 2010 it was claimed: ‘that Knaves Castle 
really existed is likely, but what it actually was remains unknown’.4 

In fact, much has been recorded about the feature, even if some of the evidence is equivocal, and 
its enigmatic but distinctive characteristics are deserving of close investigation in their own right. 
The feature has special significance, however, in the light of its proximity to the Hoard find-spot, 
self-evidently a site of the greatest archaeological importance. This paper collates such information 
as is presently available on the now-destroyed feature known as Knaves Castle and its vicinity, 
including nearby Watling Street; considers and suggests what type(s) of monument could have been 
represented by the feature in the light of that evidence; and examines the rôle that may have been 
played by the feature in the Anglo-Saxon period.5 The paper concludes with a consideration of some 
local place-names which seem to point towards the existence of a prominent personality in this area 
during the Anglo-Saxon period. 

KNAVES CASTLE AND THE DOCUMENTARY EVIDENCE

Almost 3½ miles west of the Roman settlement at Wall (Letocetum), the site of Knaves Castle is 
on high ground, formerly a great heath, noted for its commanding views:6 in 1823 it was included in 
a list of only ten eminences and views in the whole of Staffordshire published by The Gentleman’s 
Magazine,7 and in 1752 it was even said of the site that ‘[t]he prospect from it is perhaps as beautiful 
as from any part of England. Here we view great part of Warwickshire, Leicestershire, Derbyshire, 
Staffordshire, Cheshire, Shropshire, Worcestershire, and several counties in Wales. In short, there 
is an open and delightful prospect to every point of the compass’.8 Even allowing for hyperbole (it 
remains unclear how the different counties could possibly have been identified by the author), it is 
evident that the site enjoyed noteworthy views. 

1 The suggestion in Leahy et al 2011, 201–20 that the hoard be known formally as the ‘Staffordshire (Ogley Hay) Hoard’ has 
not been taken up by the owners of the hoard, Birmingham City Museum and Stoke-on-Trent Museum.

2 At NGR SK04960646; latitude 52.65588°, longitude -1.92826°.
3 Dean, Hooke and Jones 2010, 150; see also Leahy et al 2011, 207; Hooke 2011a, 9.
4 Jacobsson 2010. 
5 I welcome the opportunity to record my indebtedness to Dr Andrew Breeze, Dr Keith Briggs, Professor Richard Coates, 

Graham Evans, Dr Paul Garwood, Dr Della Hooke, Dr Kevin Leahy, and (especially) both Professor Nicholas Higham and 
Professor Howard Williams for their comments on an early draft of this paper, or advice on specific points that have arisen. 
My thanks are also due to the anonymous referee for constructive observations, and to Dr Nigel Tringham for his editorial 
care in reshaping the paper for publication. Responsibility for all errors, omissions, hypotheses, speculation and conclusions 
is mine alone.

6 The feature is listed in Wolverhampton and Walsall Historic Environment Record, site 2664, where it is tentatively identified 
as a possible Bronze Age barrow, Iron Age fortification, post-Conquest forest lodge, or medieval motte and bailey castle.

7 GM, XCIII (Part 2), 25. The 1:10,560 OS map of 1887–8 shows a Bench Mark labelled ‘Knaves Castle’ to the west of the 
monument and a spot height of 496.3 feet. 

8 Shaw 1798–1801 I, 11, citing Richard Wilkes.
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The first known reference to the place is found in a deed of c. 1308 which mentions ‘ … a place 
called Cnaven castle …’.9 Before the Conquest a ‘knave’ (from Old English cnafa10) was a youth 
or servant, although by the thirteenth century the term had also come to mean a person of lowly 
position or doubtful honesty, and in due course the meaning ‘rogue’ came to prevail.11 The epithet 
castel, a post-Conquest introduction of Norman-French origin, was often used for earthworks and 
ancient remains: notably the Iron-Age hillfort at Maiden Castle in Dorset, but also more locally 
Castle Ring hillfort at Cannock Wood (4 miles north of Knaves Castle),12 Castle Old Fort hillfort 
(just over 2 miles to the south-east of Knaves Castle),13 and Castle Croft Roman site near Chesterfield 
(2 miles east of Knaves Castle).14 Otherwise, it is often found in a mocking or ironical sense for 
ancient fortifications in names such as Sparrow Castle, Spider’s Castle, and Owl’s Castle.15 Indeed, 
the expression ‘Knaves Castle’ (found scattered throughout many parts of England, but mainly in 
the central area16) is doubtless an ironical appellation which seems to have been applied in central 
and western England from at least the latter part of the thirteenth century to small-scale (immature 
or inferior) earthworks and structures.17

The next reference to Staffordshire’s Knaves Castle is found in the 1649 ‘Oliverian’ Survey of 
the Estates of Lichfield Cathedral (following Parliamentary confiscation).18 Under the heading for 
Freeford prebend, it records that in the hamlet of ‘Hameridge’ (Hammerwich19) the owner of the 
prebend had the tithes growing on ‘the heath from Norton Way to Watling Street and so up to Knaves 
Castle Cross standing on the heath’.20 From this we might suppose that there was at that time, or had 
been within memory, a cross close to or at Knaves Castle, and as we shall see Knaves Castle indeed 
stood on the east side of the junction of two roads to the north and one to the south of Watling Street 
(all since obliterated), and if not at Knaves Castle itself the cross may have marked that junction.

The first description of Knaves Castle is found in the manuscript version of Monumenta Britannica 
compiled by the antiquary John Aubrey (1626–97), which records that: 

Within a myle & halfe of Wall westwards within 20 or 30 yards of Watling Street upon a large Comon is a 
place called Knaves Castle itt is Circular & hath some three ditches about it I believe the Diameter of it is 

9 Shaw 1798–1801, II, 58. The deed remains untraced. Shaw is known to have been a reliable transcriber, but we may suppose 
that the original word was castel, since ‘castle’ would not be expected in the early 14th century: OED Vol. I, ‘C’, 162. The 
place was one of the boundary markers of an area of land and heath bordered by Watling Street, Crane Brook (which crosses 
Watling Street from the north-west a little over a mile east of Knaves Castle), and a field called Starehurst, probably from 
Middle English stare ‘starling’ and Middle English hurst ‘copse, wooded hill’, and so ‘the wooded hill with the starlings’. 
Starehurst remains unlocated: Strerrecrofte Lane (now Hammerwich Road on the north side of Hammerwich) is mentioned 
in 1453 (VCH XIV, 259 fn95), but that name is probably from the Sterre family, who lived in the area c. 1400 (VCH XIV, 
265), and in any event the area of land is said to have lain in Norton manor: Shaw 1798–1801, II, 58. 

10 Clark Hall 1960, 71.
11 OED Vol. I, ‘C’, 725, although cnave is defined only as ‘boy, servant’ in Stratmann 1891, 125. As Thomas Blount noted in 

1656: ‘Knave … was not of old used as a name of disgrace; or contempt (as now it is) but as the name of some kind of 
Servant or Laquey’: T.B. 1656 (unpaginated). The suggestion (Duignan 1905, 97) that Cnafa was an Old English personal 
name is unfounded: it is unrecorded in the Prosopography of Anglo-Saxon England website [accessed 7 October 2011].

12 Horovitz 2005, 179.
13 Ibid., 178.
14 Ibid., 178.
15 Parsons and Styles 2000, 146.
16 In SHROPSHIRE: ‘a planted tubular eminence ... (Knave’s castle)’: Scott 1832, 307. This is Neves Castle, Knaves Castle 

1710 (PN Shropshire, VI, 162) near the south-west end of the Wrekin (NGR SJ614071), a slight roughly oval-shaped 
earthwork, possibly of Iron Age or Romano-British date; Knaves Castle at Forton Heath near Montford Bridge, said 
to have been a circular building (TWAS, 5 (1967), 158); Knaves Castle Meadow in Shawbury, the location of a small 
building in 1900: PN Shropshire, 5, 212. In DERBYSHIRE: Le knaue castel recorded in 1296: PN Derbyshire III 523. In 
HEREFORDSHIRE: Knaves Castle north of Presteigne: Hartshorne 1841, 268. In GLOUCESTERSHIRE: le Knaves Castle 
in Lower Slaughter, recorded c. 1603: PN Gloucestershire IV, 59; Yeates 2008, ix, 76; and another Knave Castle recorded 
in 1392: ibid. I, 208. In BUCKINGHAMSHIRE: Knaves Castle recorded in Newport Pagnall: RB, Vol. 6, 131. In DEVON: 
Knaven Castle in Plympton St Mary, recorded in 1807: PWDRO, 81/A/55. Information on these places is scanty, but where 
available suggests that most were probably diminutive. It would seem that the expression ‘Knaves Castle’ was widely 
recognised from at least the 13th century. 

17 It is worth recording that the word ‘knaves’ has not been identified with any other term for a structure or earthwork in early 
records.

18 Lichfield Record Office (Church Commissioners’ deposit). Neither John Leland (1502–1552) nor William Camden (1551–
1623), the well-travelled antiquaries and topographical historians, mention Knaves Castle in their respective works: Itinerary, 
published in 1549, and Britannia, which first came out in 1586. 

19 For a possible connection between the name Hammerwich and the Staffordshire Hoard, see Parsons 2010. The present author 
is not persuaded that there is any likelihood of such link. 

20 Cited in the General Report to the King in Council from the Honourable Board of Commissioners on the Public Records 
(1837), 396, 402. 
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not above 20 yards at most the midst of it is not above 2 or 3 yards Square, and hath a breastwork about it 
in the nature of a keep. One gate, or entrance South.21 

Aubrey’s original manuscript, which remained unpublished until 1980, had been completed by 
April 1690, but we know that by 1670 he had amassed much of the material included within it, and 
so the account may pre-date that year.22 However, the description of the monument is not based his 
own examination but is found on an interpolated sheet which had been sent to him by one of his 
many correspondents, John Stansby, an astrological enthusiast and antiquary. Aubrey records in a 
headnote to the sheet that ‘This paper I received from my obliging friend Mr John Stansby a clerk 
of the Chancery of St Clements Inn, London. He was a Derbyshire man by birth’.23 Stansby himself, 
about whom little is known,24 tells us that his grandfather had held land two miles south-east of 
Knaves Castle, and it is possible that he or his family may have retained connections with the area.25 

Stansby’s brief account is frustratingly puzzling. In particular, the nature of the central feature 
is uncertain. The reference to ‘not above 2 or 3 yards Square’ may be intended to suggest that it 
was not more than two or three square yards in area, but seems more likely to refer to a feature 
that was square in plan, with sides of two or three yards. A ‘breastwork’ was a military term for 
a defensive fieldwork thrown up breast-high, and a ‘keep’ the innermost and strongest structure or 
central tower of a medieval castle, usually of stone.26 The description seems to tell us that a cen-
tral feature was square, with sides of two or three yards, surrounded by a low breastwork or bank, 
presumably also square, set within triple circular ditches with a diameter (internal?) of some sixty 
feet and an entrance to the south. 

In 1686 the indefatigable polymath Dr Robert Plot (1640–1696) stated in his great The Natural 
History of Staffordshire: 

I could no where meet with [the origin] of that treble entrenchment on the South side of the Watlingstreet, 
near Frogg-Homer, call’d Knaves-Castle, which yet is not all above 40 yards diameter, or 50 at most: in the 
 

21 Fowles 1980, I, 388–9. The cited extract is transcribed from the facsimile manuscript, and differs slightly from the published 
transcription where spelling and punctuation are modernised. 

22 Tylden-Wright 1991, 165.
23 Fowles 1980, I, 386–8. From its position in the manuscript, we may perhaps suppose that Aubrey incorporated Stansby’s 

paper (which is in earlier handwriting than Aubrey’s) into his manuscript in the 1670s. 
24 John Stansby (or Stainsby or Stainesby) was a friend of Elias Ashmole, who described him as ‘an ingenious enquirer after 

things worthy of memorial’. He was born in 1629 and seems to have died either in 1680 or on some date after April 1684: 
The Reliquary & Illustrated Archaeologist, vol. 8 (1868), 192; PSANHS, vol. 26–27 (1881), 101; Josten and Hennings 1967, 
1047–8; Fowles 1980 I, 392–3; II, 1137. 

25 Fowles 1980, I 386. Stansby’s account also includes descriptions of the Roman town of Letocetum (Wall), Ryknild Street 
in Sutton Coldfield, Castle Old Fort near Aldridge (on land which had once been held by his grandfather), Kings Standing 
mound (to the south-west of Sutton Park, some 6 miles south-east of Knaves Castle), and Stratford House at Camp Hill 
(Birmingham): Fowles 1980, I, 386–9. 

26 Shorter Oxford English Dictionary (3rd edition, 1973).

Fig. 1 Robert Plot, Map of Staffordshire, 1682 (1684). Extract (not to scale). This is the first map to show Knaves 
Castle, which is marked by a pennant denoting an ‘Ancient Fortification’.
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been massively defensive in scale, and far more substantial than would be expected for a Bronze Age 
burial mound, it is very possible, from the commanding height at which Knaves Castle stands, that a 
Bronze Age barrow formed the core of the site and was incorporated into a subsequent monument. 

Given its proximity to the Hoard site it is appropriate to consider whether Knaves Castle may have 
been a ritual site of some kind. Ritual buildings or temples have recently been identified in Northern 
Europe dating from the 3rd century AD to c. 800 AD, near which votive objects (some of gold, 
with deliberately damaged bronze weapons) were deposited on the surface,114 and one suggestion 
to explain the deposition of the Staffordshire Hoard (which may have been unburied, or concealed 
within some sort of organic container laid in a pit or shallow cut, since destroyed by the plough115) 
is that it may have been a votive deposit associated with a ritual building.116 Indeed, a recent study 
has identified possible pre-Christian 6th century shrines with cultic significance occupying dramatic 
topographies, seemingly associated with long-term use from prehistory into the early Middle Ages.117 
Furthermore, another study has concluded that prehistoric mounds were sometimes altered and 
enlarged in the Anglo-Saxon period, and that large wooden posts or mortuary structures were erected 
in the centre, a practice that ‘could be more common than has been supposed’.118 Although, as we 
have seen, the central feature at Knaves Castle may have been a timber, or possibly stone, structure, 
for the moment any idea that the site may have had a ritual or cultic purpose (an idea that it may be 
fair to say has not necessarily been accepted enthusiastically by all archaeologists), must remain no 
more than a possibility given the relative rarity of such sites and the absence of further evidence.119

From the ‘Castle’ element in the name we must consider whether the earthwork could have rep-
resented some sort of post-Conquest monument, perhaps with military connections. Norman motte 
and bailey castles are relatively uncommon in the West Midlands, with the greatest concentration in 
the southern part of the Welsh Marches,120 and mottes generally survive to steeper profile and to a 
good height unless deliberately mutilated or destroyed, certainly higher and better defined than the 
early descriptions of Knaves Castle would lead us to believe: the ditches seem to have surrounded 
a central rounded area, but of much less height and size than a motte. Three ditches would be very 
unusual, if not unique, in a motte and bailey castle, and no bailey is recorded at the site, although 
it is true that they are often difficult to detect. There are also parallels for Norman mounds without 
baileys, and evidence that Norman timber towers could be relatively modest in size: for example 
Abinger castle (a conventional motte and bailey site) had a timber tower c. 1100 which was replaced 
by another in the 12th century which was about 12 square.121 But no reference (other than the cryptic 

Wyrley towards Lichfield recorded in 1370 (SRO, D. 30/10/1/206), or le Lowe, recorded in Little Wyrley in 1370 and 1412 
(SRO, D. 593/B/1/27/4/3; D. 593/B/1/27/4/2), is to be associated with Catshill. A low mound, once possibly ditched, on 
the summit of Grove Hill, south of Stonnall, is mentioned elsewhere in this paper. In 1824 a grave cut into the underlying 
sandstone with human bones and a hoard of 21 Late Bronze Age bronze implements nearby was found at Greensborough 
Farm (now Gainsborough Hill Farm) at Lower Stonnall, 2½ miles south-east of Knaves Castle near the junction of Chester 
Road and Gravelly Lane, which may perhaps may have been covered originally by a mound: VCH I, 178–9, 181; Chitty 
and Coombs 1968, 1–16. Three mounds are said to have surrounded the earthwork enclosures (now ploughed out), probably 
of Iron Age date, known as Loaches Banks, a mile or so south-east of Aldridge, the largest, on the east, some 72 across, 
twice the size of the next largest: Hutton 1795, 478; Shaw 1798–1801, I, 10–11. Knaves Castle lies some 4½ miles west 
of the ancient Hundred meeting place of Offlow, a now-vanished tumulus about which little is known, but which was 
said to be ‘… the most eminent barrow in those parts …’ in 1738 (Cox et al 1738, 24), was described as ‘an exploratory 
mount, about forty feet in diameter called Offlo’ in 1811 (Pennant 1811, 158), and which was readily discernible in 
the early nineteenth century when it was about 40 in diameter (Jackson 1805, 236), and indistinct but traceable in the 
early twentieth century (Duignan 1902, 110; VCH I, 377). In 1972 the feature could only be detected as a crop-mark 
of the circular ditch of a ploughed-out bowl barrow: TSAHS XIII (1972), 7. It is recorded in the Staffordshire Historic 
Environment Record under reference 01093, NGR SK122059.

114  Larsson 2006; Carver et al 2010, 11–14; Carver 2011, 231. 
115  Dean, Hooke and Jones 2010, 144; Jones 2010. The Hoard has been estimated to have been buried at a depth of 12 below 

the present ground level: Carver 2011, 231. 
116  Dean, Hooke and Jones 2010, 144; Périn 2011, 225–6; Carver 2011, 231; Webster et al 2011, 225–8. One such building at 

Uppåkra, southern Sweden, rebuilt seven times over many centuries, was sited at the edge of a plateau and had a typically 
Scandinavian rectangular plan with slightly convex walls and straight gable ends, some 13.5 metres long and 6 metres 
wide, with four large central posts placed in pairs to support the roof. There were three entrances, one facing north and two 
south: Larsson 2006, 22. 

117  Semple 2007, 364–85. The study was related to place-names incorporating Old English hearg (‘temple, altar, sanctuary, 
idol’), but the conclusions might also apply to other places.

118  Williams 1998, 102; Williams 1999, 63. Anglo-Saxon timber pagan shrines of square plan may have been erected on 
Bronze-Age funerary monuments, but tended to have sides of at least several yards: Blair 1995, 1–28. 

119  It may, of course, be argued that the existence of a great hoard nearby constitutes possible evidence.
120 See Renn 1973, 16. 
121 Renn 1973, 86: I am grateful to Professor Howard Williams for drawing this site to my attention. 
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name Cnaven Castle, which provides few clues, recorded c. 1308) has been traced to any fortifica-
tion in this area, which would be unusual in the case of a castle, however temporary: certainly the 
word ‘castle’ provides no toponymic evidence for the nature of the feature, and the tenurial history 
of the place makes the existence of an early medieval castle most improbable. 

Other possibilities to explain Knaves Castle include an assembly site and mustering point for 
troops, an execution site, or a pre-Christian sanctuary, but a more prosaic origin cannot of course be 
overlooked: the triple ditches may have been associated in some way with the creation of ‘Occamsley 
Pits’, or with the multifarious activities undertaken in the post-Conquest royal forest in which the 
place lay.122 Rabbit warrens and associated warrener’s lodges are frequently found on marginal 
uplands, and are known to have long existed on Ogley Hay,123 but the features of Knaves Castle are 
untypical of earthworks associated with warrens.124 Knaves Castle lay in a central position above 
the Cannock Chase Coalfield, and coal mining is recorded in the area from the late 13th century, 
as in the bishop’s manor of Cannock in 1298.125 But it was almost certainly confined to outcrops, 
and we can safely discount the possibility that the earthworks at Knaves Castle could have marked 
the remains of a medieval bell-pit, complete with central square shaft head and surrounding waste 
banks. Robert Plot’s ‘local tradition’ that the feature was associated with robbers or was a security 
post cannot be ruled out completely, especially since lawlessness is recorded in the area from an 
early date,126 but there are no obvious parallels for such a feature, and the nature and scale of the 
earthwork seem to make that idea and a medieval date unlikely. 

From its proximity to a major Roman road, a Roman origin for the Knaves Castle earthworks 
must be the most obvious possibility,127 and given the far-reaching views from the site we must 
consider whether it could have been a monument such as a barrow or temple.128 Although uncom-
mon in the West Midlands, Roman barrows, which were often (though not always) of considerable 
size and alongside roads, typically had steep sides, sometimes with flat tops, the latter perhaps to 
take a memorial stone or post, and were not generally on high places with far-reaching views, or 
heavily ditched.129 That does not fit the topography of Knaves Castle, although the possibility can-
not be dismissed. Furthermore, Roman temples seem to have been of square plan within a square 
enclosure, a configuration inconsistent with the nature of the surrounding earthworks of Knaves 

122 We might note that a windmill may once have stood on the mound near Aldridge church: Holland and Saunders 2003. For 
details of activities undertaken in the medieval forest, including Cannock Forest, see Birrell 1969. It should be remembered 
that there are two references to features described as suinsete (swine-fold) in the spurious charter of Wulfrun to the church 
of Wolverhampton c. 996, one named as a boundary mark of Ogley Hay (S.1380; Hooke 1983 40, 78–81), the other in the 
boundary clause of Bilston and Wednesfield in the same charter (Hooke 1983, 40, 72–5). Knaves Castle was clearly far 
too massively constructed to have been a mere animal pen. It should be added that a less than exhaustive search of printed 
sources relating to Cannock Forest has failed to trace any reference to Knaves Castle, or to any feature that may represent 
the earthworks, which is perhaps surprising given their apparent prominence as a local landmark. It may also be noted that 
a boat-shaped earthwork, with an external ditch and internal bank more obvious at the west end (NGR SJ 978153), all 
now destroyed by quarrying, on a hilltop near Badger Slade (¼ mile west of Cannock Thorn, a boundary mark on the west 
side of the ancient Cannock Forest), has been tentatively identified as an enclosure or corral for the herding of animals: 
Staffordshire Historic Environment Record 40326.

123 Hooke 2010.
124 Artificial warrens were circular or cigar-shaped mounds up to 120 long, formerly known as ‘buries’, now frequently 

termed pillow-mounds, where rabbits could establish a network of underground tunnels and chambers on a dry site not at 
risk of flooding: Simpson 1893, 81–5. 

125 See VCH II, 69, 72, 78.
126 A View of the Forest conducted in 1235 found ‘the wood of Ogley well kept in respect of oak, in which … 6 oaks were 

recently felled, as to which the foresters said that the king gave 4 oaks from it to the works of the church of Lichfield, and 
that they were compelled to fell the rest of the oaks ?on account of the number of outlaws so … the said outlaws cannot 
enter’: Birrell 1999, 21. There were certainly highwaymen operating in the area in 1703, when the Shrewsbury stagecoach 
was robbed near Brownhills by a 9-strong gang who 10 days later killed one drover and seriously injured another, and 
who two days afterwards attacked and robbed the sheriff of Staffordshire, cutting off the hand of a servant. They were 
apprehended and 3 of the gang were found to be wearing women’s clothing: Harper 1902, I, 5. 

127 One commentator in 1859 confidently identified the feature as a Roman guard house protecting the intersection of Watling 
Street and the Chester Road: Notes & Queries 59, 343. CBA appears to assume, though without explanation, a Roman 
origin for Knaves Castle, noting that ‘Brownhills had first been mentioned in the 18th century, having come into existence 
as a result of the expansion of coal mining. Romano-British activity may have occurred in the area, as evidenced by the 
proximity of Watling Street and Knaves Castle’.

128 OS Field Investigator’s notes (F1 VJB, dated 19 May 1958) indicate that in 1958 no certain trace of the feature could be 
detected, but it was felt that its situation at the side of Watling Street on slightly raised ground suggested that it may have 
been: (a) a Roman barrow, based on its appearance on the O.S. 6 map of 1887, a mound with an outer bank circa 130 in 
diameter; (b) a Roman signal station; or (c) a medieval castle, as suggested by its name, although it did not look like one 
on the 1887 map.

129 Wood 1963, 163. 
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coincidentally resonant with connections to treasure. Of one thing at least we can be reasonably 
confident: we shall never know whether there could be any connection between the obscure Ocga, 
the monument known as Knaves Castle, and the Staffordshire Hoard. 

APPENDIX

ROMAN SIGNAL TOWERS / WATCHTOWERS 

Most Roman towers so far identified are in the north of England and Scotland, including those on 
Hadrian’s Wall and the Antonine Wall, in Scotland,208 in the North Pennines,209 the North Yorkshire coast,210 
and in Western Wales, though some are known from the Saxon Shore of south-east England.211 The 
following list is far from exhaustive,212 and is intended to identify the characteristics of a typical tower:

Roundlaw, Gask Ridge, between Perth and Stirling: one of a closely-spaced sequence of at least 
18 Roman tower sites along Gask Ridge, probably dating from c. 80–90AD, consisting of a circular 
ditch some 48 in diameter and of Punic profile, i.e. an almost vertical drop on the outer side with 
the inner scarp sloping gently upwards from a narrow, flat bottom. The ditch was cut into solid 
rock to a depth of 4 with an opening to the south 7 wide. Off-centre within the feature were four 
rock-cut post-holes showing that the tower was 10 wide from east to west and up to 14 wide from 
north to south. There was no evidence to show the width of the encircling bank.213 

Parkneuk Tower, Gask Ridge: a sub- rectangular platform c. 22 from east to west and c. 18 from 
north to south, enclosed by a ditch 12 wide, probably 3–4 deep, with a causeway on the north c. 
7 wide facing a Roman road, and an internal bank c. 9 wide. Three out of four central post-holes 
showed that the tower was 10 from east to west, and 11 from north to south.214

Greenloaning, Gask Ridge: on a site with good views in all directions, with two ditches c. 80 in 
diameter, possibly with an upcast bank which would increase the diameter to c. 162. The entrance 
faced north towards the distant Ardoch Roman road. The tower base had been reconstructed, but 
seems to have been particularly large at c. 17 x c.13, and, oddly, of parallelogram plan rather than 
rectangular.215 

Eldon Hill North, south of Melrose in Roxboroughshire: a site with outstanding views, circular in 
shape with an internal diameter of 35, surrounded by a rock-cut ditch 7 wide but only 10–16 
deep, with a paved causeway on the north 13 6 wide. Six post holes indicated a timber structure, 
probably two stories high, 11 4 long and 10 6 wide with a central post in the two longer sides 
and roofed with tiles.216 

Blackhouse Moor, Ayrshire coast: a mound some 70 in diameter within a surrounding low bank 
of turf with a depression near its centre some 19 by 15.217 

White Type Hil, Moffat, Dumfries and Galloway: a central circular platform some 26 across and 
18 high bounded by a shallow ditch c. 6 wide with a low outer bank some 6 broad, broken by 
a causeway some 6 6 wide facing a Roman road 100 to the east. The site has extensive views 
along the Roman road in both directions.218 

208 A sequence of ten such towers, averaging less than a mile apart, has been traced along 8 miles of road from Perth to 
Strangeath: de la Bédoyère 2001, 84.

209 See especially Higham and Jones 1985, 44–51, with excellent aerial photographs.
210 Such as Carr Naze (Filey), Goldsborough, Ravenscar, and Scarborough.
211  In the south of England, a signal station has been identified on the summit of Stoke Hill, north of Exeter: Fox and 

Ravenhill 1959, 71–80.
212 The Ordnance Survey single sheet Historical Map of Roman Britain, 6th edition, 2011, marks signal stations/watchtowers 

but incorporates no listing. 
213 NGR SN958188; RCAHMS Record NN91NE 2; Robertson and Mackenzie 1974; Jones and Mattingly 1990, 107, 108, 137.
214 NGR NN916184; RCAHMS Record 26042; Robertson and Mackenzie 1974.
215 NGR NN831072; Woolliscroft and Hoffman n.d.
216 NGR NT554328; RCAHMS Record 55630; Steer and Feachem 1951–2, 202–5. 
217 NGR NS213643; RCAHMS Record NS26SW9; Cottrell 1966, 319.
218 NGR NT 05571192; RCAHMS Record NT01SE 2. 
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THE 1655 PETITION AGAINST THE INCLOSURE OF  
NEEDWOOD FOREST 

NIGEL J. TRINGHAM

A few months after Charles I’s execution in 1649 an Act was passed to authorise the sale of 
Crown lands, including Needwood forest on the east side of the county held by the late king as 
duke of Lancaster.1 An attempt to inclose the forest as a preliminary to its sale was begun in 1654 
and met with strong local resistance,2 first signalled to the government by a petition presented to 
Oliver Cromwell himself early in 1655. The purpose of this article is to provide an edition of that 
petition (see the Appendix) and the names of its signatories, together with a discussion of how those 
names were displayed.3 

Although in preparation for inclosure Needwood forest was surveyed in May 1650 (along with its 
constituent parks in the preceding months), it was exempted from immediate sale (along with other 
former royal forests), and when a subsequent Act was passed in November 1653 to authorise disaf-
forestation and sale of forest lands, Needwood was again exempted (along with six other forests) 
in order to provide security for unpaid army wages. An Ordinance of August 1654, however, added 
Needwood to the general sale.4 The decision caused an immediate outcry from the justices of the 
peace and the Grand Jury meeting at the Michaelmas quarter sessions in Stafford, where the deci-
sion was evidently made to prepare a case for saving the forest. The consequent petition presented 
to Cromwell early in 1655 was in the name of the principal landowners and other inhabitants of 
over twenty villages and townships around Needwood, who claimed ancient rights of common in 
the forest, often dating back to the 13th century when it was owned by the Ferrers family: the 1650 
survey included translations of medieval charters by which such rights had been granted.5 The nine 
surviving membranes attached to the 1655 petition contain the subscriptions of over 850 people: about 
two-thirds of the names were those who had common rights in respect of their landholdings, but of 
particular interest are the two membranes which list the names, authenticated by marks, of some 200 
poor people in townships on the north side of the forest, Marchington and Marchington Woodlands.6 

These poor were evidently ‘new’ cottagers (in contrast to those who occupied long-established 
or ‘ancient’ sites as landholders) and perhaps also some landless squatters. Not being landholders in 
their townships, they were not strictly commoners, although it was the custom that they took wood 
for fuel and could pasture their cows in the forest.7 It has been argued that their presence amongst 
the petitioners indicates a strong sense of cohesion within the forest communities,8 but it is uncertain 
whether they came forward to add their names of their own volition or were coerced (or at least 
organised) into doing so. The physical appearance of the poor’s names on the membranes suggests 
the latter, and so may reflect the true commoners’ concern to persuade Cromwell that all elements 
of society were united in opposition to inclosure.

1 For a history of the forest see N. J. Tringham, ‘Needwood Forest’, in Victoria County History of Staffordshire, X (2007), 
32–76.

2 For an account of the abortive inclosure process (together with editions of surveys of both the forest and its constituent 
parks that preceded it) see the present writer’s article, ‘Needwood forest surveys of 1649–50 and attempted inclosure’, 
Transactions of the Staffordshire Archaeological and Historical Society, XLIV (2010), 28–70. A more wide-ranging 
discussion of the reasons behind the opposition and the strategies employed to prevent inclosure is reserved for treatment 
elsewhere.

3 The National Archives [TNA], SP 18/94, mm. 122–31. The edition and also the images of the original membranes are 
published here with the permission of The National Archives.

4 S. J. Madge, Domesday of Crown Lands (1938), 111–20; Calendar of State Papers, Domestic, 1654, 341–2.
5 For the common rights see Tringham, ‘Needwood Forest’, in VCH Staffs. X, 38–9.
6 Such a large number of names provides evidence for calculating the area’s population, which from using the usual 

ecclesiastical and other official records alone would be much under-estimated. For a relevant study relating to Duffield Frith 
(Derbs.), see H. Falvey, ‘Searching for the population in an early-modern forest’, Local Population Studies, 81 (Autumn, 
2008), 37–57.

7 As stated in a list of objections to inclosure drawn up in 1658: Staffordshire Record Office [SRO], D. (W.) 1721/3/256, p. 
147 (item 4).

8 J. Thirsk, ‘Horn and thorn in Staffordshire: the economy of a pastoral county’, North Staffordshire Journal of Field Studies, 
9 (1969), 4.
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THE PETITION

Preparation
Responsibility for drawing up the case against inclosure and probably the wording of the petition 

fell to Zachary Babington of Curborough (north of Lichfield), deputy clerk to the justices of the 
peace and himself a justice since 1653.9 He also lobbied members of Parliament at Westminster and 
was present when the petition was presented to Cromwell. An autograph account of the proceedings 

9 The grandson of the diocesan chancellor Zachary Babington (d. 1613), the younger Zachary (who was in his early 40s in 
1654) was trained as a lawyer at the Inner Temple: H. S. Grazebrook, ‘Visitations of Staffordshire in 1614 and 1663–4’, in 
Staffordshire Historical Collections [1st series], V (2) (1884), 24; SHC 1912, 336; VCH Staffs. XIV (1990), 233.

Fig. 1 Needwood Forest wards and parks, with surrounding home parishes and townships (in capital letters) of 
the petitioners
source: VCH Staffordshire, X, 35
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74 THE 1655 PETITION AGAINST THE INCLOSURE OF NEEDWOOD FOREST

survives in the William Salt Library in Stafford,10 from which a copy made in the 18th century sur-
vives in the Bagot family papers in the Staffordshire Record Office;11 another account in Babington’s 
name also survives in an 18th-century copy that differs slightly from the autograph version and may 
have been a re-working.12 The latter’s full title is: ‘A Relacion of the proceedings & transaccions in 
the business of the Forrest or Chase of Needwood in the County of Stafford in my personall attend-
ance of it Six weekes in the time of Parliament and Foure weekes since before the Lord Protector & 
Councell and many moneths more by Agents in London deputed in my absence to prevent a greater 
charge to the Countrey by my attendance there’. Its opening paragraph notes how troublesome it 
would have been to communicate with every individual concerned in the matter, and Babington 
hoped that those townships which got the Relation would themselves copy it (ideally through their 
ministers and teachers), send it on to others, and then return to him.

According to the Relation, Babington entered into the business on 20 October 1654, and promptly 
set himself the task of researching the history of Needwood forest and how it came into the hands 
of the duchy of Lancaster. Having consulted duchy records, including William Humberston’s forest 
survey of 1559,13 and also the medieval charters (evidently as manuscripts in local hands) granting 
rights of common, it became apparent that Needwood was in fact a chase (and not technically a 
forest because not owned by the Crown per se) and so (it was argued) could not be inclosed, on 
the analogy that a lord of the manor could not inclose manorial waste. Babington then consulted 
‘an incomparable man for learning in this case’, a Mr Finch, who advised him to pursue the ‘chase’ 
argument: accordingly, Babington then set about further research in the Exchequer archives, in the 
‘Treasury (Mr Squire’s office)’ where he found evidence for a late 13th-century case brought against 
men for hunting deer in the ‘chase of Needwood’. As a result, the wording of a petition that had 
already been partly drawn up was altered so as to refer to Needwood as a chase and not a forest.

Presentation to Oliver Cromwell
The petition, together with some 100 pages of associated ‘Reasons’ (presumably Babington’s notes 

from his researches in the archives, but no longer extant), were entrusted to one of the county’s MPs, 
Sir Charles Wolseley, Bt, a Councillor of State,14 so that he could present it to Parliament whenever 
the Bill for the sale of the forests came up for debate. Meanwhile, Babington and his agent attended 
Westminster sittings of the Grand Committee and sub-committee that were deliberating the sale, 
their particular concern being to answer all objections of ‘the Soldiery (who indeed were ingenious 
and civil therein and tender in taking away anyone’s undoubted right)’. 

Parliament was dissolved, however, on 22 January 1655 [modern style], and the Army immedi-
ately set about implementing the August 1654 Ordinance and so forced Babington to make a direct 
appeal to Oliver Cromwell. With Wolseley’s help Babington presented the petition personally to the 
Lord Protector on Monday 5 February, in the presence of Wolseley and his (until recently) two fel-
low county MPs, Colonel Thomas Crompton and Thomas Whitgreve,15 as well as Colonel Rugeley 
(Simon Rugeley of Callingwood, in Tatenhill),16 John Bromfield, lord of Barton-under-Needwood 
manor,17 and Daniel Watson of Burton-upon-Trent, a barrister.18 Also in attendance were a Captain 
Bowes and Thomas Minors, the latter MP for Lichfield in the recently dissolved Parliament and a 
member of the Grand Committee which had dealt with the sale of forests; it seems that Bowes and 
Minors had tried to present the petition a few days earlier on the Saturday. Babington in particular 
singled out Minors for his help, together with Rugeley (with whom he had had ‘some wearisome 
waitings’ on behalf of claimants)19 and Watson (and Watson’s clerk, a Mr Leigh).

10 William Salt Library [WSL], Stafford, S. MS. 243/iii/4. It comprises a quire of 8 pages, the last of which ends with the 
word ‘Finis’, but as the original is not paginated it is impossible to know how many earlier quires might be missing. The 
first (and now missing) part of the manuscript evidently covered matters relating to the history of Needwood and evidences 
to be used in the argument against inclosure. 

11 SRO, D. (W.) 1721/3/256, pp. 92–104 (even-numbered pages only). 
12 WSL, S. MS. 243/ii/6/ii. Another 18th-century copy survives as SRO, D. (W.) 1721/3/256.
13 TNA, DL 42/109, ff. 1–23.
14 J. C. Wedgwood, Staffordshire Parliamentary History, II (part 1) (being SHC, 1920), 96. The autograph account refers to 

him as a ‘patriot for his Country’.
15 Ibid.
16 For him see VCH Staffs. X, 223.
17 Ibid. 237.
18 VCH Staffs. IX (2003), 47, 83.
19 This may relate to the inspection of the claimants’ original charters in their own homes in Staffordshire.
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92 THE 1655 PETITION AGAINST THE INCLOSURE OF NEEDWOOD FOREST

112 Similar name occurs in the Anslow list.
113 Same name occurs in the Callingwood list.
114 Same name occurs in the Barton list.
115 Same name occurs in the Yoxall list.
116 Same name (with variant) occurs in the lists for Hanbury Woodend (twice), Tutbury, and Anslow.
117 Similar name occurs in the lists for Coton, Fauld, and Hanbury Woodend.
118 Same name occurs in the Hanbury list.
119 Same name (with variant) occurs in the lists for Hanbury Woodend (twice), Dunstall, and Anslow.
120 Rector since 1654, having possibly been previously the Anabaptist curate at Uttoxeter: VCH Staffs. X, 207.
121 A charitable benefactor to Rolleston poor: VCH Staffs. X, 204.
122 Same name occurs in the Anslow list.
123 Same name occurs in the Marchington Woodlands list, with the ascription ‘esquire’.
124 Similar name occurs in the Marchington Woodlands poor list, where a mark is made.
125 Same name occurs (twice) in the Marchington poor list, where a mark is made.
126 Same name occurs in the Newborough list.

Joseph Heacocke
+ John Bust112

+ James Whiting
+ John Godwin113

+ William Godwin
Jos[e]ph Fletcher
William Toogood114

+ *George Yate
+ *Richard Fletcher
Richard Clarke115

William (? Lu)mes                                                                        
+ Thomas Lee
John Hodgson116

+ Edward Hollis
Humfrie Lees
Edward Terrey
Thomas Riley
+ Rowland Hollis

(third column)
Tutbury
Thomas Alkock117

+ Henry Greaves
+ Joseph Wakefeild
+ Thomas Palfryman
+ Thomas Midlam
Thomas Gretton
George Repton
+ Francis Chamberline
Thomas Barnes
Richard Rowe
John Mason118

Hump[hry] Scattergood
Thomas Joyner
Thomas Smethwick
John Hodgson119

William Narwood
James Whytall
Thomas Foord
Thomas Genings
Richard Tagg
Michaell Walker
Richard Turner
William Mason

[m. 129]
[NOTE: The names in the Rolleston list appear to have 
been written in the same hand, as are most of those in the 
Tatenhill list, but there is more variation with the Barton-
under-Needwood names.]

(first column)
Roulston [modern Rolleston]
+ Mr Joseph Heming rector120

+ Mr William Caldwell121

+ John Hingly122

William Wilkinson123

William Oxford
+ Richard Hallam
+ Robert Moore
Elizabeth Henson
John Bond
George Goodwin
William Hyblin
+ John Woodfield
Richard Harlow
Alice Caldwell
+ Mrs Katherin Brogram
+ Humfry Carter
+ Abraham Shapton
+ Mr William Gould
+ John Tayler124

+ Thomas Bucknall
+ Thomas Bond
+ Samuell Tayler
+ Thomas Hingly
+ Thomas Sutton125

William Presbury
+ George Daune
 (on right-hand side of column)
George Hill
+ Thomas Keelinge
+ John Hallam
John Hall126

(second column)
Tattenhill [modern Tatenhill]
 (six line space)
+ Henry Burford rector of Tatenhill
William Salt
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Fig. 6 Rolleston, Tatenhill, and Barton-under-Needwood names  [m. 129] © Crown Copyright (reproduced  
with permission)

+ John Pri[n]cept
William Toone
Richard Toone
+ William Marshall
+ Henry Leeke
+ Danyell Bladon
William Whitmore
+ Thomas Bust
William Bust
+ William Lee127

(struck through: Phillip Fox)128

(third column)
Barton [modern Barton-under-Needwood]
 (four line space)
Thomas Holland
+ John Penifather
Francis Birch minister of Barton under 
Needwood129

 (on left-hand side of column)
+ Thomas Cowper
+ Francis Fox 
+ Arthur Deabancke
+ Nathaniell Whiting
William Hollonde

127 Same name occurs (twice) in the Callingwood list.
128 The name is entered in the Barton list.
129 Appointed master of Barton grammar school in 1649, and presumably an assistant curate at the church: VCH Staffs. X, 246.
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94 THE 1655 PETITION AGAINST THE INCLOSURE OF NEEDWOOD FOREST

130 Fox was underkeeper of Barton ward in 1658, living at the lodge: Tringham, ‘Needwood Forest Surveys 1649–50’, 52.
131 Probably the man (d. 1656) who endowed a charity for the poor in Barton: VCH Staffs. X, 249.
132 Same name occurs in the Newborough list, and possibly further down the Barton list.
133 Same name occurs in the Dunstall list.
134 Probably a version of ‘Fewsdale’, which occurs further down the list, and if so then presumably Thomas the elder or 

younger.
135 Same name occurs in the Newborough list.
136 Same name occurs twice (one a variant spelling) in the Draycott list.
137 Similar name occurs in the Marchington Woodlands list.
138 Owner of the Longcroft Hall estate in Yoxall: VCH Staffs. X, 288.
139 Similar name occurs in both the Hoar Cross and Newborough lists. Nicholas Millington (d. 1657) of Woodside in Yoxall 

endowed a charity for the poor in his parish: VCH Staffs. X, 295.
140 Same name occurs in the Newborough list.
141 Same name occurs in the Newborough list.
142 Same name occurs in the Dunstall list.

+ Phillip Fox130

+ William Cardy
+ Edward Fox
John Wilcockes
+ Thomas Owen
John Holland
Edmond Godfrey131

Nathaniell Alcocke
+ Richard Holland
 (on right-hand side of column)
+ Thomas Repton
+ William Webb
Humfry Cowp[er]
Thomas Capenhurst
+ Thomas Webb
Robert Baker132

+ Christopher Nevill
William Godfrey
+ Walter Grane
+ Thomas Grane
+ William Grane
Francis Grane
William Toogood133

+ Christopher Royle
Robert Ba(?ker)
Danyell H(?all)
Thomas Alte
+ Michael Wilkes
Thomas  F[ew]sdale134

John Broune
+ John Goodman135

+ Thomas Fewsdale
Richard Baker
Thomas Godfrey 
Thomas Duddell
Edmond Alsopp
Nicholas Smalwood
Ralph Nevill

[m. 130] 
[NOTE: The names in the Scropton list are all in the same 
hand, but there is more variation in the other two lists.]

(first column)
Scropton
+ Thomas Rossington
+ Thomas Eld
+ William Mountgomery
William Moore
Thomas Allen136

Richard Stubbings
John Pounall
Thomas Barlow
John Eld
John Arther
+ Thomas Twig
Richard Hodgkinson
Richard Brow[n]137

+ William Barlow
John Ward
George Trig
Richard Bakwel

(second column)
Yoxall
Henry Arden esquire138

 [signature]
+ Nicholas Millington139

Bartholomew Webster
+ Ralphe Wright
Thomas Taylor140

+ John Rooe
Richard Austin
 [signature]
Richard Fra[–]man
Richard Huntley
John Towers
William Carleton
Richard Heatley
Richard Carter
George Page
Thomas Onaley
+ John Walker141

+ Richard Clarke142
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REVIEWS

Martin Carver, The Birth of a Borough. An Archaeological Study of Anglo-Saxon Stafford (The 
Boydell Press, 2010), pp. xv + 176. £60.00. ISBN 9780851156231.

Between 1975 and 1985 the county town of Stafford was the subject of an extensive campaign of 
excavations, unprecedented in its history, as redevelopment made large areas of the town archaeo-
logically accessible to area excavations. To these Professor Martin Carver has added a consideration 
of excavations before and since, drawing on some fifty-five archaeological interventions to tell the 
story of early medieval Stafford, ‘an attempt to use archaeology to write history’ (p. xi). Carver 
declares in the preface that he is not offering a conventional archaeological report aimed only at 
other archaeologists and in this aim he has surely been successful. The content of the volume is 
readily intelligible, indeed eloquent, if a little repetitive. The specialist reader will find what they 
need, supported by excellent drawings, plans and photographs and a full archive available digitally 
through the Archaeological Data Service. For the non-archaeologist, Carver has taken great care to 
explain the implications of archaeological method, of the stratigraphy encountered and its interpre-
tations, and the ways in which ceramic evidence may be used to map out ‘cultural markers’ (eg 
Chapter 5). While not disregarding documentary research, his focus is firmly on the archaeology of 
Stafford, within which the author has some challenging things to say not only on Stafford, but also 
on burhs and early medieval towns more broadly; his avowed intention is to re-open discourse on 
the Anglo-Saxon town, and consequently this is a book of much more than local relevance. 

The volume is well designed. The six chapters begin by setting the scene on burhs and Anglo-
Saxon towns, and posing key questions that reflect the fact that the programme in Stafford was 
undertaken against the background of a wider enquiry looking at the origins of places that became 
burhs. Stafford was one of the places established as a burh (in 913) by Æthelflaed, ‘Lady of the 
Mercians’, as part of the conquest of those parts of England under Danish control. There follows 
a discussion of the project design and context and of the ‘seven windows’ on early Stafford – six 
excavations and a pollen sequence from King’s Pool. Thus informed, the reader is then taken through 
three key themes: firstly, the character of Æthelflaed’s burh, discussing its form and the activities 
found within it; Chapter 5 turns to examine the Norman and Medieval town; while the final chapter 
returns to a discussion of Anglo-Saxon Stafford and Carver’s perspective on how Stafford informs 
a wider debate.

Stafford burh is perceived as a military base with an authoritarian feel to it. The defences of 
Stafford have so far proven elusive but Carver argues for a small rectilinear fort to the west of 
Greengate Street, at the centre of the peninsula on which Stafford stands. This contained a new 
minster church and grain-processing area, while east of the axial street was a pot-making suburb. 
From Clarke Street came the best assemblages of animal bone, suggesting a 10th-century community 
heavily dependant upon cattle processed centrally. This was a place where provisioning rather than 
trade was the purpose, a closed military system that lacked the material clutter of town life and was 
not integrated with existing economic networks. Carver sees Æthelflaed’s Stafford as a military depot 
supplying Mercian forces campaigning against the Danes and linking into a series of fortifications, 
but failing to mature into a thriving urban place.

Carver challenges the prevailing view that the choice of burh sites related to what was there before, 
whether that be the ‘royal hypothesis’ supposing some prior administrative or seigneurial centre, or 
the ‘minster hypothesis’ which supposes the use of an ecclesiastical centre. Although unpersuaded 
by either model the author notes the interest of the Mercian rulers in subsequent royal free chapels, 
which might reflect areas under the control of royal centres and therefore lend some weight to the 
‘royal hypothesis’ in the case of the west midland burhs.

However, the archaeology of Stafford offers no evidence to suggest, as yet, activity between the 
Roman period and the 10th century: the impact of the Late Saxon development was ‘sudden, planned 
and ubiquitous’ (p. 56). Looking beyond Stafford Carver is unconvinced by Bassett’s confirmation of 
pre-burh defences on some sites, and argues (p. 132) that while we do have pre-9th century power 
centres and minsters, they have not been found in direct relationship to later burhs. He suggests 
that burh sites were chosen for their strategic location and defensive capabilities: that they were an 
innovation of the later 9th century, created de novo in pursuance of a particular ideal rather than 
developing from pre-existing centres. 
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The ideal that Carver postulates is in imitation of Rome. The model envisaged for Stafford burh 
is of a Roman-type fort laid out on one side of the previous Roman road, with a Roman-type ‘vicus’ 
on the other side, east of the axial street. He suggests that there are likely to be other instances of 
rectilinear forts modelled on the Roman fort, dismissing the possibility that rectilinear defended 
enclosures and street grids might simply be a logical consequence of form rather than conscious 
imitation. Furthermore, he suggests that the pottery made in the burhs deliberately resembled Roman 
pottery previously made in the same region – here Stafford Ware taking as its model Severn Valley 
Ware. Noting West Saxon associations with Rome, and an English landscape that would have been 
full of Roman buildings offering inspiration, Carver suggests that Æthelflaed and the late Saxon 
aristocracy was consciously modelling its campaign of conquest and control on Roman ways, as the 
heirs of Rome (pp. 93, 101). Rome provided an image of triumph.

Carver’s portrayal of post-Conquest Stafford is no less controversial, as a place in need of con-
tinual resuscitation, requiring successive surges of external investment, ‘a place unenthused by the 
urban project’ (p. 8). For instance, he argues that a consequence of the Norman Conquest was the 
abandonment of the east side of the peninsula and the installation of a new regime to the west: 
‘Stafford in the Norman period appears from its archaeology as a bleak place’; and the ‘fury of 
William I had left its mark’. One feels that Carver is sometimes prone to assumptions when aligning 
the story of a site to a wider historical narrative. By 1086 life in Stafford had become ‘too miser-
able’ and the Norman ‘headquarters’ had shifted definitively to the castle to the west (p. 107). Here, 
however, Carver’s account seems particularly strained. Accepting at face value the cessation of a 
town castle site by 1086, he overlooks the continued activity of the royal castle site in Stafford, 
while the notion that Norman ‘headquarters’ (whatever they might be?) had shifted to the castle to 
the west is simplistic, misleading and confuses the nature of the authority involved. Furthermore, 
Domesday Book confirms that life was still active in the town.

Carver suggests that the late 12th century brought revival, but not a gradual revival, rather 
‘another jump start with a central investment and a controlling design’ (p.108), a characterisation 
that seems rather improbable to this reviewer. In his discussion of mid 14th-century decline and 
an urban downturn, Carver himself admits that the picture is uneven (p. 122), leaving the reader 
to wonder if the case is not overstated. It does not seem to differ greatly from many other places.

Recent years have seen the west midlands well served in publications pertaining to the themes in 
this volume, among them Steven Bassett’s articles on midland burhs; a review of Stafford’s archae-
ology through the Broadeye excavations; and the recently published, ‘The Archaeology of the West 
Midlands’. This latter volume called for long-awaited publication of some key archaeological projects 
and here Professor Carver has responded to that plea in challenging fashion! Thanks are warranted 
to the author not only for his perseverance in bringing this major project to publication, but also for 
doing so in such a stimulating manner. This book will prompt debate, just as the author intended!

University of Birmingham JOHN HUNT

John Martin Robinson, James Wyatt, architect to George III (Yale University Press, 2012) 370 pp + 
150 colour illustrations, 170 in black and white. Hardback £50. ISBN 978-0-300-17690-2.

In a dip, on the noisy A38 just before it meets the M6 toll road, and less than a mile west from 
tiny Weeford in south Staffordshire, is a Georgian farmhouse with a handsome façade. Behind it 
are outbuildings that hint of commercial activity. There is a car park. A gigantic sign proclaims that 
this is the Blackbrook Antiques Centre, and indeed garden antiques, statuary, and bird baths can be 
glimpsed between the buildings. Should curiosity tempt you to park your car with the other vehi-
cles you will find barns crammed to the rafters with genuine antiques and obvious reproductions. 
Outside, beside the fast flowing Black brook, the garden antiques are revealed as real Georgian and 
Victorian statuary in stone, composition, and terracotta which stand cheek-by-jowl with grotesque 
gnomes and other fantastical creatures in cement and resin that look as if they have just been levered 
out of their moulds.

Should you return to the barn, you will find an eager figure at reception who seems keen to help. 
This is the owner of the whole operation and should you ask he will confirm that the handsome 
Georgian farmhouse is the birthplace of James Wyatt, one of England’s greatest, and most contro-
versial architects. If you show further interest he will point you in the direction of the farmhouse, 
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which he is restoring to its former glory as a museum to the Wyatt family. It turns out that Benjamin 
Wyatt, a jobbing builder, timber merchant, and architect, built it just before the birth of his son 
James in 1746 and it stayed within the family after his death in 1772. Of James’s five brothers three 
worked as partners with their father. Somehow it is fitting that this former farmyard and birthplace 
of an architect, who some accuse of being over fond of mouldings made out of stucco, should now 
be a repository of such similar decorative items. But of course Wyatt is much more than this, and 
this latest, very handsome, survey by the greatest authority on his work, is a long overdue tribute 
to his achievement and influence. 

The Wyatts were a well-established Midland family of yeomen who could trace their association 
with Weeford back to at least 1562. The family had branches at Burton-upon-Trent, Sutton Coldfield, 
and Tamworth, as well as Lichfield. Among them were craftsmen, surveyors, and land agents and 
when James showed an interest in architectural drawing at an early age he was encouraged to develop 
his talent. Through his father’s commercial connection with a powerful local landowner, Lord Bagot 
of Blithfield, he was introduced to a kinsman, Richard Bagot, who took him to Italy when aged 16. 
Wyatt spent two years in Venice, probably lodging with the eminent British consul and art connois-
seur Joseph Smith, while he studied with the architect Visentini, whose promotion of the fashionable 
Palladianism rubbed off on his pupil, who also emulated his master’s drawing style. It was in Venice 
too that the impressionable student met the influential Richard Dalton, who combined his official 
position as Librarian to George III with the life of a dealer in books and antiquities.

From Venice Wyatt moved on to Rome for an intensive study of the city’s ancient monuments. 
In his four years there he came under the influence of many collectors and architects, and was able, 
like any other Grand Tourist, to amass a collection of mainly architectural antiquities which he took 
home with him to England. When at last he left Italy the ambitious Wyatt, still only 20, had, through 
his charm and undoubted talent, made enough contacts with people of influence to ensure his success 
in England. In fact, he had already been commissioned to design The Pantheon in Oxford Street, 
a restrained neo-classical building, which when eventually built in 1770, was acclaimed by such a 
connoisseur as Horace Walpole as ‘the most beautiful edifice in England’.

After this brilliant early success Wyatt’s career seemed assured. Charming, sweet-tempered, 
hard working, and accommodating, and with friends at court like Dalton, he could hardly fail. 
Commissions rapidly followed. In 1772 was begun Heaton Hall, which Pevsner has praised as 
‘the greatest house of its period in Lancashire’. Wyatt even designed the furniture, as he was to do 
in future projects. In 1775 Lord Holroyd, the eminent agronomist, soldier, and friend of Edward 
Gibbon, commissioned him to remodel his Sussex property, Sheffield Park, in the Gothic taste. These 
two undertakings were extraordinarily ambitious for one so young, but Wyatt took on many minor 
commissions too — in Dorset, Ireland, and in Liverpool and Manchester. But throughout his career 
he seems to have earned most of his money in London itself — mainly repairs and interiors, but 
also significant Gothic stucco work for Westminster Abbey. In 1786 was completed Wyatt’s master-
piece, a neo-classical Mausoleum, complete with a striking pyramidal roof, for the parkland of Lord 
Darnley’s Cobham Hall, near Rochester, a crowning tribute to Wyatt’s long-standing association with 
the Darnleys. From 1796 Wyatt was similarly engaged with William Beckford on the Gothic fantasy 
that was Fonthill Abbey. In marked contrast, he even managed to squeeze in an act of family piety 
by providing, in 1803, his native village of Weeford with a new church. Robinson does not say what 
happened to the old one , but he does tell us that Wyatt charged £2,000 for the original plan — 
which seems even today decidedly excessive, and not entirely suggestive of filial gratitude — and 
he was obliged to make alterations to reduce the cost. Towards the end of hs life came one of his 
most ambitious commissions. In 1805 a new seat for the wealthy 7th earl of Bridgewater at Ashridge 
rose up among trees in extensive parkland high up on the Hertfordshire Chilterns. Innovative and 
daring, it was made especially memorable by the sculpture of Richard Westmacott. 

Few could dispute Wyatt’s originality as an interpreter of neo-classicism. It was when he turned 
his attention to the restoration of medieval architecture that Wyatt came unstuck. What appeared to 
some antiquaries as an arrogant insensitivity to ancient fabric tainted his reputation in some quarters. 
In his home county of Staffordshire, for instance, his name will be forever linked to his controversial 
alterations to Lichfield cathedral, for which many antiquaries at the time and afterwards nicknamed 
him ‘The Destroyer’. Initially, according to Robinson, Wyatt was consulted in 1787 simply to 
‘improve’ the choir by making the space more comfortable for the choristers. However, while this 
basic cosmetic work was being done alarming structural problems were uncovered in the nave and 
transepts and Wyatt recommended the taking down of the ‘dangerous’ stone vaults and replacing 
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them with equivalents in plaster. Robinson argues that Wyatt took seriously his responsibilities as 
a practitioner of the true Gothic style based on medieval models, but there must be a question as 
to whether his vaulting in stucco, however expertly executed by the master stuccoist Bernasconi, 
ended up looking more Strawberry Hill Gothick than genuinely medieval. Many of his critics rightly 
challenged the motives of a man with a large practice to maintain and a reputation to enhance. 

In the briefest glance through the excellent catalogue supplied by Robinson we can contemplate 
the full horror of Wyatt’s proposed or actually executed ‘improvements’ to our medieval heritage. At 
Durham, for instance, he suggested the demolition of the Norman Galilee Chapel and the Chapter 
House, and was prevented from carrying out his plans only by the intervention of the antiquary 
John Carter, who attacked the architect for his ‘depridations on Gothic architecture’. At Salisbury 
cathedral, however, Wyatt got his way and demolished the Hungerford and Beauchamp chantries, and 
also rearranged the interior in line with his neo-classical principles. Poor Hereford cathedral, though 
doubtless in a poor state when Wyatt arrived, ended up with a whole new and possibly unnecessary 
west front. Moreover, the fact that Wyatt was prevented from lengthening the choir is testament to 
the good sense of the Hereford dean and chapter, who unlike their architect were not prepared to 
question the wisdom of the medieval masons in building it to a certain length. Robinson doesn’t 
say whether the masons who worked for Wyatt ever made the best use of the original medieval fac-
ing stone when they planned their reconstructions, but I would guess that like most builders, they 
preferred to ‘make it new’. What we can say is that for all his pride in copying medieval decorative 
models, often from other buildings, Wyatt’s neo-classical lack of understanding of the medieval 
spirit made him a wholly unsuitable person to be let loose on some of England’s finest cathedrals. 
Carter wasn’t his only critic. Pugin doubtless had him in mind when he published his imprecations 
on classicism in Contrasts and other polemical works.

In the realm of domestic and commercial architecture, however, Wyatt’s originality has earned him 
a high place in the Pantheon of British architects, though whether, as Robinson implies, he deserves to 
rank along with Wren, Vanbrugh, and John Soane, is open to debate. Most of his best work can still 
be admired, although alterations have inevitably made their mark over the centuries. Unfortunately, a 
few good buildings have been demolished and others are in danger. One of his earliest commissions 
in Staffordshire — the large-scale improvements to Beaudesert in 1771, which were destroyed in 
1936. Wyatt’s Gothic tower at Fonthill Abbey, of course, fell down in 1825, but parts of the house 
remain, whilst Badger Hall was lost in 1952 although the temple survived. Recently, the magazine 
Private Eye bemoaned the present poor state of Heaton Hall, and it would be a scandal if this truly 
imaginative building, with its superb interior, was allowed to decay. 

Altogether John Martin Robinson must be congratulated on producing a scholarly balanced and 
sumptuously illustrated account of Wyatt’s extraordinary career, which for all its low points, must 
be seen as arguably the most influential in the Georgian era.

R. M. HEALEY
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