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LANGLEY GATEHOUSE 

Survey and Excavation 

• traduction 

The site of Langley Hall (Grid Ref: SJ 540003 ) in north-west Shropshire 
- ies about one mile south-south-east of Acton Burnell in the parish of Ruckley 
and Langley (Fig. 1). A derelict gatehouse, imposing but not t elling and now 
&!orned in rusted scaffolding, is all that survives of the hall complex. It 
s tands amongst the barns , sheds and buildings of a working farm, next to a fine 
•ictorian stone farmhouse. Traces of a moat that once surrounded the complex 
a re visible in the surrounding fields . 

In the summer of 1987 Birmingham University Field Archaeology Unit was 
cont racted by the Historic Buildings and Monuments Commission to undertake a 
structural survey of the gatehouse and to test, by limite d trenching, the nature 
-f any nearby and associated archaeological d e posits in order to assess the 
-2plications of the proposed renovation of the building and the provision of 
services that necessita t e d be low-ground interventions. 

The survey is presente d as an archive of drawings, photographs, and pro
forma recording sheets while the prese nt account, based o n that archive, a c ts as 
an interpretation and focus for discussion, and as a springboard to the e ventual 
~blication of the survey results. 

7he Building Survey 

( i ) Methodology (Appendix) 

A photogrammetric s urvey of the building was photographically reduced to 
produce a series of tracing bases at a scale of 1:50; onto these were drawn 
de tails of jointing, coursing and build, a nd numbe rs assigned to each separate 
cons tructional e ntity and feature. These were designated as either Structural 
Elements (SE; numbered in continuous series from SE 1000), that is, each 
discernible building activity be it a major constructional phase or a 
bricklayer's or mason's rise , or Architec tural Elements (AE; numbered in 
sequence from AE1), that is, doors, windows, chimneys etc., and a r ecord s heet 
fi lled out for each. All measurements are me tric , save those fo r the thickness 
o f bricks. 

( ii) Description (Figs . 2-7) 

The ga tehouse, aligned north-south, with its e ntranceway on the east-west 
a xis, in plan consists, at ground-floor l evel, of two rooms or c hambers 
separated by a 4-metres-wide passage. The smaller, southern room is 
approximately 4 metres (north-south) by 3.5 metres (east-west), though its walls 
do not meet at right angles; it is entered by a door (AE10) in the north wall. 
The northern room is 5.5 metres (north-south) by 4 metres (east-west), its 
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tern wall now being largely open; there is a fireplace (AE26) in the centre 
the northern wall . 

Be tween ground- and first-floor level in the south is 
ber created by the provision here of a mezzanine floor, 

eessible only by circuitous climbing from outside though 
:ely have been a ladder from below. 

an intermediate 
this room being 

once there must 

At first-floor level the interior accommodation is carried over the top of 
entranceway and a third chamber is thus created. The southern room is a 

_:t le larger, north-south, than its counterparts below since the stone wall 
- s not carry up beyond first-floor level and, in fact, the northern wall of 
:s room is formed by a timber and plaster screen, pierced by a doorway (AE22), 

::set slightly from the north edge of the leve lled top of the stone wall. The 
~=tral room, approximately 4.5 metres square, is heated by a large stone-built 
_replace (AE19) in the northern wall. Both the southern and central rooms 

e moulded plaster ceilings. 

Entry into the third room is through a timber-framed doorway (AE23) and 
.... om two stone steps (AE21), the doorway, as with all the other entrances at 

i s level, being alongside the western wall. This northern room is 
_:regularly shaped, consisting of a main chamber 5.5 metres (north-south) by 4.5 

tres (east-west), now open to the roof, and is heated by two fireplaces (AE20, 
~27) , the larger of which (AE20) is set into a sturdy stone-built stack that 
-Ojects out beyond the line of the northern wall and also services the 
.re place in the room below. At the north-we st corner of the building is 
~ther projection, 1 .0 metre (north-south) by 1.20 metres (east-west), forming 
& ga rderobe chamber. A timbe r-frame d doorway (AE24) gives access into the 
u rde robe. 

In the roof space the r e is no dividing wa ll or sc r een above the southern 
~ooms, rather they form a sing l e unit, but a low timbe r and plaste r screen up to 
: e l evel of the rafter couples divides them off from the s pace above the 

rthern fir s t-floor room. 

An e xamination of the i nterna l arrangements suggests a composit e structure 
and this is borne out by a s tudy of the individual e levations (Figs. 4-7). The 
-~s t or fron t e levation r etains its powe r to impress and consists of two 
to reys, built and faced in stone , pierced at gro und leve l towards the southern 

.:nd of the building by a double- chamfered stone archway (AEl). The roof, of 
:iles tones, is of uniform pitc h and is he r e viewe d side-on , though this 
levation does present two gables whos e position in r e lation to the arch b e low 

spurns the beauty of s ymmet ry. The rooves of the gables, again of tilestones , 
~re pit c hed a t 45 degrees. The lower part of this elevation is constructed, 
. i th the exception of the fabric of the arch, of irregular, unfaced sandston e 
locks , the upper of well-c ut faced a nd finished ashlar sandstone blocks; the 

: o builds being separated by a c hamfered stringcourse (SE1022) that is stepped 
~neath the northe rn gable and itself consists of two distinct builds. At the 
~orthern end of the elevation the rough stonework is bonded into the 
reezeblocks of a byre whil e the wall face to the south side of the arch is 

obscure d by a modern shed o r garage whose back wall, the face of the gate house , 
:s white washed a nd upon whic h ha ngs, high up, a bicyc l e s us pe nded like a piece 
~f Daliesque furniture, these e lements conspiring to pre vent an examination of 
:he s tonework he r e in de t a il. The uppe r, finer, stonework is pierced by a 
numbe r of windows . At first-floor level the northern chamber is lit by a large 
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ndow (AE2) with chamfered surround, divided into six lights by a chamfered 
!lion and transoms (four of the lights now being bricked up), and a small 

ilngle-light window (AE3), again with a chamfered surround . The cent r al and 
southern chambers at this leve l are each lit by similar windows (AE6, AE7) of 
:hree lights, with mullions and chamfering, one light of window AE6 being 
wricked-up . The roof or attic space is lit by two windows (AE4, AES), 
?Ositioned one towards the centre of each gable. Each has two lights, now either 

olly or partially bricked-up, and in the same style and finish as the other 
:tpenings below. 

The back or east elevation presents a complete contrast to the front in 
::erms of both appearance a nd construction. Here the entrance passage is not 
: ramed by an elaborate arch; rather the opening is rectangular with a 
orizontal wooden lintel supported by two angled struts. To either side of the 

opening is a stone buttress built to first-floor level, that to the south (AE17) 
:>e ing different in style to its northern counterpart (AE18) though each is 
:M>oded into the stonework that forms the side walls of the entranceway. This 
elevation, presenting two gables as does the front, is puilt of timber framing, 
s tudding a nd strutting, the panels between the timbers being infilled with 
a thes , daub and plasterwork or, in places, with brick nogging . There is a 

? redominance of diagonal strutting to the north end of the building, in contrast 
to the vertical struts employed in the south; this di fference may be more than 
simply a case of aesthetics. A certain amount of timber and pannelling can be 
a ssumed to have been removed to the north of the entranceway at ground- floor 
level for the face here is now largely open; it can be presumed that evidence 
for a doorway here, as there must once have been, was at the same time 
destroyed . 

The side elevation to the south is largely unintere sting, consisting as it 
does of a lower build of sandstone in rough blocks up to fi rst-floor level, and 
aostly of obviously recent work, topped by a timber framing whose panels are now 
l argely infilled with brick. The stonework is pierced at ground-floo r level by 
a small , s quare window (AE13) with a brick-arched head, again r e latively recent. 
Further up the face are three, variously sized openings (AE14, AElS, AE16), the 
l argest of these (AE 15) perhaps marking the position of a fo rmer doorway giving 
access into the now-demolished cross-wing (see below) . 

The northern side elevation is dominated by a l arge external chimney stack 
( AE9) that projects out 1 metre from the main wall face at its base, the stack 
being built of well-cut and faced sandstone (SE1035), the chimneys, arranged in 
t win shafts with a star-shaped plan, of moulded brick (SE1003). To the east of 
t he stack the main wall face is again timber f r amed with diagonal strutting, 
with much of the lower pannelling infilled with brick nogging . At first - floor 
level is the projecting garderobe c hamber , with a straight joint where it and 
t he stack construction meet, built of sandstone with some brickwork and a 
t ilestone roof. A number of the stones in the stack bear signs of damage that 
would be consistent with the effect of cannon shot but it is not known if any 
Civil War action took place here, though Sir Richard Lee, the owner of the house 
a t the time, was a staunch Royalist. 

The roofing of the building is uniform, and forms one of its most pleasing 
a spec ts, the roofing medium being limestone s lates or, more properly perhaps, 
t iles tones (Ashurst 1987), graded in size and held in place by iron nails. 
Such tilestones a r e also employed atop the two gables and the garderobe. 
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Above the centre of the main roof rises an octagonal stone-built chimney, some 
of the sandstone blocks in the build being obvious replacements, which services 
t he fireplaces in the central and northern rooms at first-floor level. 

Attention was also given to the timberwork and carpentry in the building, 
but because of the parlous nature of the floors and joists inside the building 
and the unsatisfactory state of the in situ scaffolding it was not possible to 
examine or record the roof timbers; until such an examination has been made it 
will not be possible to express full confidence in the phasing of the fabric 
be low. However, the in situ floor joists, a number of which bear carpenters ' 
ma rks were looked at and all such marks drawn and photographed. The basic 
a rrangements of the joists at first-floor leve l differ from one end of the 
building to the other: those in the southern and central rooms being aligned 
east-west and those in the northern room being mainly set north-south with a 
void doubtless marking the position where a wooden staircase had been sited. 
The joists in the two southern rooms are exposed at their ends in a number of 
places, especially alongside the east wall of the building, and here visible is 
a consecutively-numbered series of carpenters' marks (Figs . 8,9) running from 
. ..• (on joist no.22) to ..... (on joist no. 2). The sequence of marked joists 
in the western part of the southern room is l ess satisfactory (joists no. 9-16). 
~o direct access from the first floor into the roof space or attic area now 
exis ts and while it may simply have been by ladder it is more likely to have 
been via the continuance of the stair in the northernmost room or from one of 
the rooms in the demolished cross-wing. 

( iii ) Phasing and Dating 

In proposing a phasing for different pe riods of construction r e presented in 
Langely Gatehouse, account must first be taken of the opinions of previous 
au thorities. The most detailed examination of the building, prior to the 
present survey, was undertaken in 1968 by the Shrewsbury Old Houses Research 
Group and published by Moran; this survey concluded that the rough stonework 
and the double-chamfe red arch seen in the wes t e l evation were part of the 
ea rliest, possibly mid 15th century phase, that the upper stonework and 
garderobe were later probably c. l620 and that the now demolished c ross-wing was 
probably early 17th century (Mora n 1970) . Pevsner offered no date or 
interpretation (Pevsner 1958, 163) while the account in the Vi c toria County 
~!story merely distinguishes between 'the medieval origin [of) some of the lower 
aasonry, including a pointed arch' and 'most of the structure [which) probably 
da tes . . . from the later 16th century' (VCH 1968, 143). 

The picture that emerges from the recent survey is altogether more 
complicated. There is no doubt that the rough, irregular and unfinished 
sandstone blocks employed in the lower build at the wes t front constitute the 
earliest building activity but within that construction further individual 
builds are discernible. It is unfortunate that the photogrammetric tracing of 
this face does not include details of this area, but the general outlines of the 
di fferent elements can be seen on Fig. 4. The lowest part of the wall is built 
of irregularly shaped and irregul arly laid sandstone blocks (SE1017), some of 
which are enormous, green-orange or orange-grey in colour and all unfaced and 
unfinished. Though only surviving to a he ight of five or six courses, this 
~uild can be seen to continue northwards beyond the line of the north wall of 



the gatehouse, but cannot be traced southwards beyond the archway and indeed it 
appears to have been truncated here by the arch fabric. Two e specially large 
blocks, though perhaps boulders is a more a ppropriate word, (SE1025), may 
represent the i nfilling of an opening in the wall here . Overlying SE1017 is 
anothe r const ruc tion of rough sands tone (SE1016) with a noticeable variation in 
the colour of the blocks employed, a nd in their s ize which is s maller in general 
than those of SE1017. Again, some a ttempt at regula r coursing has been made 
and the bui ld can be traced on both sides of the archway be low the cha mfered 
s tring- course . It is possible tha t builds SE1016 a nd SE1017 are broadly 
contemporary, and that they simply represent diffe rent components of the same 
build, i . e . foundation and upper build , but the fact that the upper coursi ng of 
SE1017 is so uneven perhaps argues against this; all othe r constructional 
activi ty because it either overlies, abut ts or cuts SE1017 /SE1016 represents 
later phases. Thus whethe r of two dis tinct pe riods, or of two phases of the 
s ame period, the wall SE1017 /SE1016 is a separate entity and r epr esent s a 
defensive or curtain wall. A wate r colour showing the front of the ga t ehouse 
(Fig . 10), and da ting from 1789, s hows a l ong stretch of cr e nellated wa lling 
running northward s f r om the ga t ehouse a nd joined t o it; this walling was extant 
until 1961 when it was s l eighted (VCH 1968, 143) . It is possible that s uch an 
a rrangement continued along the top of SE1017/SE1016 befo: e having the merlons 
r emoved to enable further bu i lding to take place . The da ting of a r ough s tone 
curtain wall without the he lp of documentary or a r chaeological evide nce is, of 
course , impossible but Baker has a r gued that in the midland counties the gene r al 
phenome non of r ebuilding and r eforti f ication in s tone at moated and manor ial 
sites is of the later 13 th or early 14th century (Baker 1983, 85) a nd the r e is 
no especial reason to suppose that such rebuilding took place in Shropshire at a 
different time. 

Subsequently, accommodation was built up against the curtain wall, though 
whether at an already existing entranceway is uncertain. This accommodation 
took the form of a ha l f- t i mber ed s tructure but because of later extensive 
a lterations t o the fabric it is difficult t o be certain of its size or plan. 
I t has already been s t ated a bove that the l a rgely extant, though damaged, timber 
f r aming visible a t the rear of t he gatehouse is of two distinct styles with 
vertical strutting employed i n the south a nd diagonal strutting to the north, 
each representing a diffe r ent phase of construction. Moran has suggested that 
the southe rn build is the earlier (Moran 1970, 2) a nd this would cer t ainly make 
sense with t he gr ound f l oo r room t o the south being the gatekeeper's 
accommodation or porter ' s l odge to one side of the entrance ( this r oom having no 
fi r eplace) a nd the ground- a nd first-floor r ooms to the north, with their now 
rebui l t fire places , being gues t accommodation . The entra nceway both at f r ont 
and back would have been a r ec t angular opening, giving an appearance not unlike 
the gatehouse at Stokesay Cast l e . As t o the date o f this period of building , 
little can be said with confidence; the c usped wooden brace , the only one , in 
the southe rn r oom is unlikely to provide a c l ose da t e for, as can be seen at 
Llwyd Mansion, Oswest r y , these can be as l a t e as the ea rly 17th century a nd 
though the largely original stone octagonal chimney that appears to be of this 
phase 'was the familiar t ype of 15th-century chimney ' (Wood 1965 , 288) it may 
well r epr esent a deliberate a r chaicism. The problems of applying t he date
ranges of f r a mi ng t echniques as described by Mercer (Mercer 1975 , 113- 126) are 
great, i n that the broadness of the dating little advances the a rgument that the 
first timber-framed gatehouse at Langle y could be as early as the mid-15 th 
century . Whatever, this basic unit was added to by the const ruct ion of a 
f urther timber-framed section to the north which more or less doubled the size 
of the building . At the f r ont t he only hint of this is given by a s traigh t 
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joint (SE1036) below the point of the change in level of stone string-coursing, 
itself a phenomenon difficult to explain. 

The next major alter ation to the building involved no enlargement of the 
accommodation but rather it was motivated by the di ctates of fashion . A 
ga tehouse acted as a fillip to a manor house; to a visitor the first 
introduction to the wealth and status of the occupant or to the wealth and 
status to which he aspired. The front elevation of the building was all
important, the rear generally unseen; therefore the timber framing, of two 
periods, of the west face, above the s tone-chamfered course , was removed and 
replaced by a facade of sandstone ashlars (SE1005). A general internal refit, 
the provision of the moulded ceilings etc. probably now took place and it is 
likely that also now were added the arched entry, the major chimney stack 
against the north wall and the internal stone fireplaces (though the original 
stack and chimney shaft were retained), and one if not both of the stone 
buttresses at the rear of the building, though the difference between them in 
build and the positioning of the northern buttress at a presumed weakpoint where 
the two timber framing elements meet perhaps suggests that this particular 
buttress predates this period of work. The garderobe chamber is almost 
certainly part of the timber-framed building . 

A fairly confident date can be assigned to this building activity both by the 
style of the newly provided windows, a late 16th to mid 17th cent ury type (Lloyd 
1931, 336), by the moulded brickwork of the elaborate chimney that is Jacobean 
in style (Whiffen 1952), and by the rise in social standing of Sir Humphrey Lee , 
t he owner of the Hall, attending his creation as a Baronet in 1620 , that would 
surely have acted as a spur to build at that date or shortly afterwards . 

This building continued in use long after the leasing of the Hall as a 
fa rmhouse in 17 17 (VCH 1968, 143) and indeed its front is s hown in a watercolour 
of 1789 with the facade well kept, windows glazed, and occupants in r es idence as 
evinced by curls of smoke rising out of the north chimney stacks . The gr eat 
wooden door was then still in position with a wicket cut into the larger door to 
allow easy access to foot passengers. Most interestingly a timber-framed 
c ross-wing at the south end of the gatehouse is visible but no trace of this now 
remains and it was presumably demolished with the rest of the Hall in the 19th 
century; it is possible that this cross-wing was a dded to the gatehouse at the 
same time as its extension was built to the north. The rear of the building was 
not rende r ed by the wate rcolourist though he a lso depicted the main Hall 
buildings (Fig . 11) ., and so it is difficult to imagine the state of repair of 
the timber and plaste rwork. Measurement of the size of the bricks used in the 
nagging he r e, to 'replace earlier wattl ework' (McCann 1987, 106) as was standard 
practice, indicate that there are two per iods of such repair, one utilising 
bricks of 2 inches in thickness and another using large r 2 .3/4-3 . 1/4 inch 
bricks. Because 2 inch br icks were also used to block the windows at the front 
(obviously at some period post 1789) and a r e thus undoubtedly reused, the dating 
guidelines set down by Lloyd with regard to brick thickness canno t here be used 
with any confidence (Lloyd 1925 , 11). 

The Hall at Langley was demolished in 1868 (VCH 1986, 143) either because of 
the parlous state of the buildings, but this is unlikely since the gatehouse was 
retained, or for reasons of economy associated with the great agricultural 
depression which 'had a profound effect on the abilities of landowners to 
maintain their several great estates' and which l ed to large scale demolition of 
manor houses and halls (Harris 1975, 15). When visited by Hare in 1898 the 
gatehouse was seemingly unoccupied though in a good state of repair (Hare 1898, 
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lOO) and with its use as a farm store or barn this century and the removal of 
part of the timbering at the rear decay has been rapid and merciless. 

Summary 

To a possibly two-phase sandstone curtain wall of the late 13th or early 14th 
century was added a timber-framed gatehouse or keeper's lodge in or after the 
mid 15th century. This basic structure was enlarged to provide accommodation 
and a cross-wing added (at the same time?) later that century or in the early 
16th. Soon after 1620 the building was upgraded and a fine stone facade 
erected to replace the timbering at the front, and a stone arch erected at the 
entranceway. This work was accompanied by internal changes. The gatehouse 
was lived in throughout the 18th century, survived the demolition of the rest of 
the Ha ll complex in the mid 19th century, and it was only in this century that 
i t was turned over to its present use as a farm store. 

Recommendations 

The model proposed for the sequence of building at Langley Gatehouse needs to 
be tested by further observation in a number of key areas of the building 
largely unexamined either for safety r easons or for difficulty of access . The 
os t obvious lack is drawings of, and notes on, the construction of the roof, 

fo r here s urely lies the key to the unde rstanding of the building. It is 
recommended that, as soon as safety considerations allow, this further work 
should be undertaken. Likewise the internal s tripping of plaster should be 
ca refully monitored, especially in the ground floor room to the north, for here 
evide nce for the enlargement of the building may be expected to be e ncounte red. 

The Archaeological Investigations (by Jon Sterenberg) . (Figs. 1, 12-15) 

The brief for the below-ground investigations was specific and r equired the 
excavation of five trenches , each down to and no deeper than a predetermined 
l eve l, the de pth to which service trenches would penetrate. The conclusions 
tha t can be reached from such trenching are limited and no overall picture 
eme rged. The sequence in each trench, labelled A to E, will now be descri bed, 
the numbers in bracke ts r eferring to context numbers (from 1000 onwards) and 
f eatures (from Fl) . 

- renches A, B and E 

These trenches, after the removal of the topsoil (1000), revealed the 
consi de rable extent of the laid cobble surface (Fl) that is best seen beneath 
:.he archway in Tre nch E. The cobbles, 4-10 centimetres in diamete r, were 
~edded in a layer of f ine sand a nd, in a numbe r of places , sandstone blocks set 
fl us h with the cobbles and showing considerable signs of wear, formed an 
integrated part of the s urfacing especially along the west edge of Trench E 
·.-he r e they formed a ke rb- like threshold. There is no reason to question the 

r oad contemporeinity of the three isolated areas of flooring/surfacing 
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e ncountered in the three trenches, though they have each been assigned a 
separate context number (1001/fl Trenches A and E, 1004/F4 Trench B). On 
removing the cobbles in Trench A two spreads of rubble or hardcore make-up were 
revealed, the uppermost (1002) containing brick, tile, mortar, charcoal and 
occasional pebbles in a sandy mortar matrix, the lower (1008) including coarser 
rubble and quantities of limestone tilestones like those employed in the roofing 
of the gatehouse. This trench was bottomed at 80 centimetres below the present 
xround surface, the full depth of 1008 not having been determined. After their 
exposure the cobbles in Trench E were cleaned, photographed and drawn but left 
:..n situ. In Trench B the cobbles covered only the west end of the trench, 
~ving been presumably cut away by a trench (F5) backfilled with brick rubble 
1005), a layer of red brown sand (1016) exposed in the side of F5 appearing to 

run under the cobbling to the west. This trench was excavated at its east end 
:o a depth of 40 centimetres, with the cobbles left in situ to the west, with 
~ontext 1005 only partially removed. 

:rench C 

Under the topsoil (1000) was a compact, probably modern, deposit of hardcore 
1006) containing much stone rubble and brick, post-medieval pottery, the 

skeleton of a dog and quantities of cattle bones, perhaps suggesting that there 
-s a huge backfilled shallow pit here. Some 35 centimetres deep, its removal 
revealed a surface of sandy clay (1010, 1012) cut by a possible robber trench 

F7 ) whose backfill was a mixed dirty silt clay with much sandstone flecking. 
o further earth was removed in this trench. 

:rench D 

"!his small sondage, inside the northern room of the gatehouse itself was 
excavated to a depth of 40 centimetres, this being a single deposit of manure 
!001) and no archaeological de posits were encountered. 

:onclusions 

I t would appear f rom Trench D that the internal removal of deposits here would 
-nvolve no disturbance of floor layers. However trenches A and B show how 
extens ive and well preserved is the cobbled yard surfacing, a fact that will 
sake the laying out of s ervice trenches difficult if they are to cause as little 
:3mage as possible . Away from the gatehouse in the area of Trench C the ground 
~pea rs to have been built up considerably in the post-medieval period, though 
-~ediately beneath this, a t a depth of 40 centimetres, archaeological features 
re appa r ent. 
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