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Summary 

 
The historic town of Wem was surveyed during the Central Marches Historic Towns 
Survey, a desk-based study of 64 smaller historic towns in Shropshire, Herefordshire and 
Worcestershire. Archaeological and documentary evidence relating to the historic core of 
Wem was carefully analysed, comprising topographic data, published and unpublished 
archaeological reports, museum collections, primary and secondary historical sources, 
historical maps, and field data recorded by the project team.  
 
Detailed evidence is provided on the character and layout of the settlement in the medieval 
and post-medieval period. For each period the available information is analysed and 
mapped in detail, and a model of the development of the town is proposed. In addition, the 
evidence for pre-urban occupation is considered, together with evidence of 19th century 
occupation. All archaeologically-relevant information has been recorded as part of the 
county Sites and Monuments Record. Specialist assessments of artefacts, ecofacts, 
standing buildings and documentary sources are included. A detailed archaeological 
research framework has been developed for Wem, which will inform future archaeological 
investigations as well as management decisions. 
 
The historic core of Wem contains buried archaeological deposits, and these are judged to 
have moderate potential. In addition there is moderate potential for the recovery of 
artefact and ecofact assemblages. The historic buildings constitute a complementary body 
of evidence for the post-medieval period, and are judged to have high potential for 
detailed study and recording. The surviving documentary sources are moderately 
extensive for the post-medieval period (although there are few medieval records), and 
consequently there is potential for further study. 
 
 

1 Introduction 
 

1.1 Location and landuse 
 
The urban area of Wem is located at NGR SJ 512 288 in North Shropshire District. The 
modern settlement of Wem comprises the historic core and large areas of modern housing 
development on the major roads out of the town particularly to the northeast.  
 

1.2 Topography, geology and soils 
 
Wem is situated at a height of between 80m and 85m OD on flat ground to the north of the 
River Roden. The soils are well-drained typical brown sands formed in glaciofluvial and 
river terrace deposits of the Newport 1 association (Soil Survey of England and Wales, 
Ragg et al 1984) overlying Jurassic Middle Lias clay and silt (British Geological Survey 
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1:250,000, sheet 52°N-0.4°W). The retreating ice sheets during the last Ice Age gave rise 
to the many meres and mosses found locally and the marshy land by the river to the south 
west of the town was the site of the 200 acre Wem Pool during the medieval period. This 
area was ditched and drained between 1553 and 1619 (Sylvester 1969). 
 

1.3 Chronological outline 
 
At Domesday the manor of Wem was held by William Pantulf for Earl Roger (Thorn and 
Thorn 1986), and included a small settlement. The castle is not mentioned in 1086, and 
was probably constructed by Hugh Pantulf in the middle of the 12th century (Garbet 1818, 
28). Wem was the centre of the Pantulf barony (Thorn and Thorn 1986), which comprised 
29 manors and remained in the Pantulph family until the 13th century (Gifford and 
Partners 1992). The castle was ruined by 1290 and destroyed c 1460 (Eyton 1859; Anon 
1923).  
 
A grant of a market was gained by William Pantulf in 1205 (Eyton 1859), and it is 
probable that the town developed from that date. Wem was a local market centre with a 
strong agricultural background, and it continued to grow into the 17th century when 
institutions such as almshouses and the grammar school were founded.  
 
Wem played an important role in the Civil War and the County of Shropshire supported 
Royalist cause from the beginning of the war. In 1643, after Bristol was taken, a 
parliamentary garrison was settled at Wem, the first such in Shropshire (Gifford and 
Partners 1992). A rampart and palisade were erected by the garrison, and the houses 
outside the defences were burnt to prevent giving shelter to the enemy. Despite suffering 
damage, Wem resisted Royalist assaults, but it was almost completely destroyed by a 
serious fire in 1677 (Garbet 1818). 
 
In 1673 the inhabitants of Wem took the lord of the manor, John Wycherley, to court to 
defend their ancient borough rights. The record of the evidence presented by the burgesses 
provides some clues as to the medieval organisation of the borough (Garbet 1818). The 
dispute was resolved in 1682 at great cost to both parties, and Wycherley sold Wem to 
Judge Jeffreys in 1684 (Garbet 1818, 84). The evidence of standing buildings suggests that 
Wem underwent an economic revival in the later 18th and early 19th centuries (see section 
6.4) but its function as a market town seems to have declined in the later 19th and 20th 
centuries despite the coming of the railway in 1846. By 1951 the market had declined to a 
few stalls (Sylvester 1969). 
 

1.4 Placename studies 
 
The name Wem derives from the Old English word for "filth" and is probably a reference 
to the marshy land found in the parish (Gelling 1990, 303). The earliest recorded form of 
the placename Wem is in 1086 when it was recorded as Weme. In the 13th century it was 
referred to as Wemme (Ekwall 1987; Gelling 1990).  
 

1.5 Syntheses of documentary and archaeological data 
 
The documentary evidence relating to Wem has been summarised by Garbet (1818) and by 
Eyton (1859). There has been no synthesis of the archaeological data from the town. The 
present assessment was carried out by the Central Marches Historic Towns Survey in 
1993. The text was revised in March 1995 to incorporate the results of fieldwork 
undertaken by the Survey (see section 1.7). No information published after December 
1994 has been incorporated into this assessment. 
  

1.6 Cartographic sources 
 
The 1631 map of the Lordship of Wem (Anon nd), Wood's 1834 map, the 1842 tithe map 
(Foxall nd) and the Ordnance Survey first edition 1:2500 maps (Shropshire XIV.15 and 
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XXI.3 (1881)) were used in the identification of remains and the definition of components.  
 

1.7 Archaeological excavations and surveys 
 
The only recorded archaeological investigations in Wem have taken place on the supposed 
line of the Civil War defences (SA 1637). In 1989 a watching brief was carried out close to 
the site of the Ellesmere Gate (SA 6294; Watson 1989) and in 1992 an evaluation was 
undertaken prior to development of the Wem Business Park to the north of the town (SA 
6295; Gifford and Partners 1992). Fieldwork was undertaken by the Central Marches 
Historic Towns Survey in November 1994. This identified remains, investigated and 
revised the extent of components, and recorded 18th and 19th century cellarage and 
modern developments in the urban area. 
 

1.8 Acknowledgments and personnel 
 
Survey fieldwork was undertaken by Victoria Buteux and Nigel Topping. Analysis and 
report writing were carried out by Victoria Buteux, and the report was edited by Hal 
Dalwood. 
 
 

2 Pre-urban evidence 
 
There is evidence of human activity in the area of Wem from the prehistoric period, and 
part of Roman Watling Street West (linking Chester and Wroxeter via Whitchurch) runs to 
the east of the town (Margary 1973, 296-297, plate 12). A settlement existed in the manor 
of Wem at Domesday, but the location of this is not known and there is at present no 
evidence for pre-urban settlement on the site of the town.  
 
 

3 Medieval archaeological evidence 
 

3.1 Medieval remains and buildings 
 
The motte of the castle is still visible, although it is very truncated, and the line of the 
southwestern part of the ditch around the motte can still be traced. There are no visible 
traces of the outer bailey or any internal features within the castle defences. The only 
medieval building to have survived in Wem is the 14th century tower of St Peter and St 
Paul's Church (SA 12517). This has been described and the sequence of construction 
interpreted (Crannage 1903). Very large stone blocks can be seen reused in post-medieval 
buildings around the town (eg SA 6276 and SA 6292). These are at present undated but 
may be reused masonry from the castle or church.  
 

3.2 Medieval urban components 
 
Analysis of the evidence summarised above and of cartographic and documentary sources 
indicated the existence of 18 urban components. The characteristics of these urban 
components are summarised below. 
 

Castle (SA 1135). Very little is known of the castle at Wem. It was probably 
constructed in the mid 12th century but was ruined by 1290 (Eyton 1859). By 1538 all 
that remained was a mound and a ditch (Anon 1923). By 1750 the ditch had been 
largely filled in and the height of the motte greatly reduced (Anon 1923). Antiquarian 
references to large amounts of stone being ploughed up in the area (Garbet 1918, 250) 
suggest that it may have been, at least in part, constructed of stone. The original size 
of the castle is not known but it is possible that it stretched towards the river and 
formed the basis for a defensive circuit around the town. A similar arrangement can be 
seen at Pleshey in Essex (Eddy and Petchey 1983). There are no documentary 
references to medieval defences at Wem but the distorted pattern of street and burgage 
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plots, particularly to the north of the town, cannot be explained by natural features and 
may reflect in some way the line of a defensive circuit (see SA 5545). The position of 
gates on the three roads out of the town may be reflected in the "bars" which defined 
the edges of the town in the post-medieval period (Garbet 1818, 229-230). 
 
Churchyard (SA 5530). The date of the foundation of St Peter and St Paul's Church 
is not known. It is possible, however, that it was founded as a chapel to serve the 
castle and was originally inside the bailey. This might explain the small size of the 
churchyard. The castle was in ruins by 1290, and for the purposes of this assessment 
the churchyard has been drawn as a separate component. The medieval church was 
badly damaged in the Great Fire of Wem in 1677 and only the 14th century tower 
survives (Crannage 1903). The extent of the medieval churchyard is not known but it 
is possible that it originally fronted the market place and that the buildings at its north 
end shown on the 1631 map are late medieval or post-medieval encroachment. 
 
Chapel (SA 5527). A chantry chapel stood next to St John's Well at the western end 
of the town. The date of its foundation is not known but it was suppressed in 1548 
(Garbet 1818). The 1631 map of Wem shows a building with a cross on the roof, 
which may be the remains of the chapel, just after the junction of Ellesmere Road and 
Lowe Hill Road in the area traditionally thought to be the site of St Johns well. 
 
Market place (SA 5544). The market place was the area of the High Street in front of 
the castle and churchyard. A grant of a market was given in 1205 (Garbet 1818, 227). 
At first the market was held on a Sunday and by c 1292 it was held every week. In the 
middle of the 14th century market day was changed from Sunday to Thursday (Garbet 
1818, 227). 
 
Street system (SA 5543). There is no archaeological evidence to help define the 
medieval street system but certain assumptions can be made. The route aligned wast 
to west through Wem, and the T-junction this forms with Mill Street, define the shape 
of the town and must be medieval in date. However High Street kinks around the 
northern edge of the castle which suggests that, at least in this area, it post-dates it. 
Noble Street, Leek Street, Chapel Street and Drawwell Lane may reflect the line of a 
defensive circuit, although there is no documentary evidence for this. New Street, as 
its name implies, is a planned extension of the town probably dating to the later 
medieval period. Drawwell Walk is also part of this planned medieval suburb, 
providing access to burgage plots fronting New Street. A similar road may have 
originally existed to the rear of plots on the eastern side of the street. 
 
Bridging point (SA 5550). The date of the first bridge over the Roden is not known. 
The river may have originally been crossed by a ferry but, given the importance of 
this route between Shrewsbury and Whitchurch, it is probable that there was a bridge 
here in the medieval period.  
 
Tenement plots (SA 5531, SA 5532, SA 5533, SA 5534, SA 5535, SA 5536, SA 
5537, SA 5538, SA 5539, SA 5540, SA 5541). The earliest tenement plots are 
probably those forming a semi-circle of development to the west, north and east of the 
castle and church (SA 5531, SA 5532, SA 5533, SA 5534, SA 5535, SA 5536, SA 
5537). The shape of these suggests that they may have been laid out within a 
defensive circuit (see street system). To the northeast of the town lies the planned 
linear suburb of New Street (SA 5538, SA 5539). The date of the development of this 
area is not known but it was in existence by 1631, and probably dates to the later 
medieval period. The external and internal boundaries of the tenement plots on the 
western side of the street are particularly well preserved. SA 5540 and SA 5541 on 
either side of Aston Street may also be part of medieval town expansion but 
boundaries in this area are less regular that those on New Street and this may be a 
post-medieval development. 
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Open space (SA 5542). In the post-medieval period this area was the parsonage and 
from at least the early 17th century included a series of grand houses (see section 4.2). 
Its medieval function is not known but it may have contained a manorial enclosure.  
 

3.3 Medieval urban form 
 

Definition and classification. The medieval urban form (SA 5575) has been defined 
and mapped, based on the extent of the identified urban components and in particular 
the limits of the streets and tenement plots. The available evidence indicates that the 
medieval urban form of Wem can be classified as a medium sized medieval market 
town (English Heritage 1992). 
 
Survival. The castle motte is still visible despite being lowered by c 2m and 
extensively ploughed in the 18th century (Garbet 1818, 250). Little is now visible of 
the ditches and ramparts of the castle although the infilling of the ditches by c 1750 
(Anon 1923) may mean that medieval deposits within them have been protected. In 
the rest of the town the survival of buried remains has not been demonstrated. 
Continuous occupation from the 13th century, however, means that deposits are likely 
to have built up although they will have been damaged by post-medieval activity. 
Waterlogged deposits may survive close to the river and in ant surviving castle 
ditches.  
 
The only medieval building still standing in the town is the tower of the church (SA 
12517) but, with the exception of the possible defences and the castle, the boundaries 
of the medieval town including the streets and burgage plots are well preserved in the 
modern settlement. 
 
 

4 Post-medieval archaeological evidence 
 

4.1 Post-medieval remains and buildings 
 
Buried deposits have been demonstrated to exist at 117 High Street where a watching brief 
recorded the presence of a yard surface of possibly post-medieval date (SA 6294; Watson 
1989). Late post-medieval sherds were recovered from the evaluation on the supposed line 
of the Civil War rampart and ditch, but no deposits relating to that feature or to the town 
were uncovered (SA 6295; Gifford and Partners 1992). A section of the Civil War 
defensive rampart still survives to the south east of the town (SA 5498) and the post-
medieval churchyard of St Peter and St Paul's Church is represented by an area of raised 
ground (SA 5548).  
 
A total of 37 17th and 18th century buildings are listed within the area of the post-
medieval town but few of these have been looked at in detail. 
 

4.2 Post-medieval urban components 
 
Analysis of the evidence summarised above and of cartographic and documentary sources 
indicated the existence of 31 urban components. The characteristics of these urban 
components are summarised below. 

 
Churchyard (SA 5548). The extent of the post medieval church yard has been 
defined using the 1834 map (Wood 1834). 
 
Chapels (SA 12502, SA 15051). After the Act of Tolerance in 1689 a non-conformist 
congregation met at a barn somewhere in Leek Lane, now Chapel Street (SA 5549). 
This meeting house was burnt by a mob in 1715 and a new chapel was built on Noble 
Street in 1716 (SA 15051). In 1775 a Congregational Chapel in Leek Lane was built 
(SA 12502) by John Henshaw next to his house which previously had been used for 
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meetings.  
 
Vicarage (SA 5526). This component has been defined using the 1631 and 1842 maps 
of the town (Anon nd; Foxall nd). From at least the early 18th century this area was 
the parsonage (Garbet 1818, 242). A grand house in large grounds is shown here on 
the 1631 map but this was presumably destroyed by fire in 1677. In 1716 a new house 
on the site was built "at great expense and in a new taste" (Garbet 1881, 242). The 
present house dates to the early 19th century (SA 12525).  
 
Market place (SA 5544). The medieval market place continued in use throughout the 
post-medieval period. 
 
Street system (SA 5543). There is no archaeological evidence to define the post-
medieval street system but cartographic and historical evidence suggests that the 
medieval street system continued in use throughout the post-medieval period. By 1631 
the street pattern which survived into the later 19th century was complete (Anon nd).  
 
Bridging point (SA 5550). A bridge probably existed at Wem from the medieval 
period (see above) but the first documentary evidence of it is the map of 1631 (Anon 
nd). The present bridge was built in the 19th century. 
 
Tenement plots (SA 5531, SA 5532, SA 5533, SA 5534, SA 5535, SA 5536, SA 
5537, SA 5538, SA 5539, SA 5540, SA 5541, SA 5568, SA 5569, SA 5570, SA 5571, 
SA 5572, SA 5573, SA 6298). The medieval tenement plots probably continued to be 
occupied throughout the post-medieval period. The expansion of the town to the west 
(SA 5568, SA 5569, SA 5570), along Mill Street (SA 5572, SA 6298) and to the 
south-east close to the river (SA 5573) may date to the post-medieval period. All these 
areas were occupied by 1631, although not intensively (Anon nd). 
 
In the centre of the town closely-packed shops and houses had been built on the 
northern parts of the castle and possibly the medieval churchyard (see Section 3.2) by 
at least the 16th century (SA 5571). It is possible, given the desirability of a High 
Street frontage, that stalls and shops were erected in this area from the end of the 13th 
century as the castle was a ruin by 1290. In the post-medieval period buildings in this 
area included the old court house which stood between the church and the High Street 
(SA 5547; Garbet 1818). This was probably built in the reign of Henry VIII and had 
either decayed by 1677 or was destroyed in the fire (Garbet 1818, 235).  
 
All the houses outside the Civil War defences (see below) were demolished in 1643 to 
prevent them providing cover for the enemy. In 1677 140 houses, a large number of 
outbuildings, the market house, and the nave of the church were destroyed by a fire 
(Auden 1906). 
 
Almshouses (SA 5525). Almshouses stood opposite the churchyard on Mill Street 
(Garbet 1818, 242). The date of their construction is not known but a long thin 
building in this position is shown on the 1631 map (Anon nd). The almshouses were 
destroyed in 1677). 
 
Grammar School (SA 5515). A free school, later the grammar school, was founded 
by Thomas Adams in 1650 (Anon 1923) next to his house at the junction of the High 
Street and Noble Street (Garbet 1818, 238). 
 
Mills (SA 5497, SA 5520). A windmill on the top of the motte of the castle is shown 
on the 17th century map of Wem (Anon nd). This must have been demolished before 
the 18th century when "Mr Wilson.... sunk the hill six feet and took up several large 
steps on the side opposite the church" (Garbet 1818, 250).  
 
A water mill with a large pond and associated buildings is shown to the south of Wem 
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bridge in early 19th century maps (Wood 1834; Foxall nd). A building, which may be 
a mill, is shown in the same position in 1631 (Anon nd), and a mill certainly existed in 
this area in the post-medieval period if not before. 
 
Tannery (SA 5518). This area just to the west of the medieval town was not occupied 
in 1631 but by the 18th century a tannery stood on the site (Garbet 1818, 217) and this 
was still in use in 1881. The watching brief at 117 High Street may have uncovered a 
yard surface associated with this complex (SA 6294; Watson 1989). 
 
Town defences (SA 1637). In 1643 the Parliamentarians fortified Wem by 
constructing a rampart and ditch about 4m wide. The rampart was strengthened by a 
palisade and four gates were constructed (SA 1633, SA 1634, SA 1635, SA 1636). 
The defences were described by Garbet (1818) and his description and the two 
remaining parts of the rampart and ditch (SA 5498, SA 5499) were used to plot the 
line of the defences by the Ordnance Survey in 1881. The two archaeological 
investigations on this line produced no evidence of a ditch, rampart or any associated 
features (SA 6294, Watson 1989; SA 6295, Gifford and Partners 1992). Garbet's 
description of the route of the defences, even if correct, is not detailed enough to 
locate the defences to within 4m, and the supposed alingnment of this component 
must be taken as a guide only. 
 

4.3 Post-medieval urban form 
 

Definition and classification. The post-medieval urban form (SA 5576) has been 
defined and mapped, based on the extent of the identified urban components and in 
particular the limits of the tenement plots. The available evidence indicates that the 
post-medieval urban form of Wem can be classified as a medium post-medieval 
market town (English Heritage 1992). 
 
Survival. With the exception of a post-medieval yard surface (SA 6294; Watson 
1989) and the remains of the Civil War rampart to the southeast of the town (SA 
5498) the survival of buried archaeological deposits dating to the post-medieval 
period has not been demonstrated at Wem. The massive rebuilding which must have 
taken place after the destruction of the suburbs in 1643 and the fire of 1677 may have 
damaged earlier medieval and post-medieval deposits. The large number of surviving 
post-1677 buildings suggest that substantial areas of deposits associated with them 
may have survived. Waterlogged deposits may survive close to the river, as the 
backfill of ditches associated with the castle and within the area of the mill pond.  
 
The components of the town including the churchyard, chapels, market place, street 
system, tenement plots and industrial areas can be readily identified and the survival 
of these components in the present town is good. 
 
 

5 Post-1800 archaeological evidence 
 
The remit of the present study has not allowed for a detailed survey and assessment of the 
archaeological evidence relating to Wem in the period from 1800. Further work is required 
before such an assessment can be carried out. Major 19th century archaeological remains 
have been identified, however. These include the railway line and station (SA 5501, SA 
5502) and industrial sites such as sawmills and timberyards (SA 5503, SA 5504, SA 5507, 
SA 5512, SA 5517), smithies (SA 5506, SA 5508), tanneries (SA 5513, SA 5518), the gas 
works (SA 5516), the iron foundry (SA 5523), and brewery (SA 5509). There are 42 
buildings of 19th or early 20th century date within the study area. 
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6 Specialist assessments 
 

6.1 Assessment of artefactual evidence J D Hurst 
 
Little artefactual evidence is available for Wem. The only dated artefacts recorded from 
the study area are post-medieval ceramics (SA 6295; Gifford and Partners 1992, 16). 
Bricks and building materials observed during a watching brief by Watson were undated 
(SA 6294; Watson 1989), but presumably were of late post-medieval or modern date.  
 

6.2 Assessment of environmental evidence E A Pearson 
 
No environmental remains have been recovered from Wem to date. Studies of pollen from 
nearby Wem Moss (Slater 1972) and Whixall Moss (Turner 1964) have been carried out. 
These studies may provide information relating to the surrounding landscape, and 
agricultural activities.  
 

6.3 Assessment of documentary sources P A Stamper 
 
From the later 16th century the town is reasonably well documented, with good parish and 
manor records and Garbet's History (Garbet 1818). Deeds to Wem properties are scattered 
among many collections in the Shropshire Record Office; the SRO search room index is a 
guide to those which have been catalogued. There appear to be very few pre-Reformation 
records relating to Wem. Principal groups of primary sources are listed in section 9. The 
main secondary sources consulted during the assessment include Eyton (1859), Garbet 
(1818) and Woodward (1952). Secondary sources identified but not consulted during the 
assessment include Lloyd (nd) and Yalden (1981). 
 

6.4 Assessment of buildings R Morriss 
 
Wem was badly damaged by a fire in 1677 which clearly distorts much of the architectural 
evidence for its development. In the rebuilding, timber-framing continued to be the most 
important construction material. The survival of the traditional vernacular timber-framed 
style makes it very difficult to distinguish between buildings that survived the fire and 
those built in its immediate aftermath. For example, 93 High Street (SA 12522) is actually 
dated 1677 and may have been one of the first to have been rebuilt after the fire, yet in 
design terms its fairly plain timber-framing could have been fabricated half a century 
earlier. Of pre-fire buildings, perhaps the most significant is the early 17th century Old 
Hall just outside the centre on New Street (SA 12527). A number of 17th century timber-
framed buildings survive on Noble Street and Chapel Street. 
 
There is little or no evidence of any substantial brick building until the early 18th century. 
From then on, however, brick became the dominant building material and there are few 
examples of stone construction or facing. The fine late 18th century ashlar facade of Castle 
Mound House (67 High Street; SA 12519) is a rarity, as is an ashlared stone stable block 
of similar date behind the Horse and Jockey inn a little to the west on High Street (SA 
6321). 
 
Judging from the buildings, the town seems to have enjoyed a revival of fortune in the 
later Georgian period, with many new brick buildings being erected in the late 18th and 
early 19th centuries. During the same period, many timber-framed buildings were faced 
with brick, and even quite humble structures were raised and refaced, for example 40-48 
Noble Street (SA 16830 and SA 16831). 
 
The principal street at this time was clearly still the High Street, and the grander houses of 
the town were built on it. These include several quite standard Georgian merchant's 
houses, with one or two having a little more architectural flair. An example of this is 91 
High Street (SA 12521) with its pair of full-height bows. Despite this, however, there is 
still a definite mix of buildings of differing status along the length of High Street, with no 



Wem 
__________________________________________________________________________________________ 

_________________________________________________________________ 
 
9 

one area better than any other. Of the other main streets, Chapel Street is made up of fairly 
small houses, and Noble Street, with one or two exceptions, mainly of small to medium 
sized houses. Most of the houses in Aston Street and New Street are of the later 19th 
century, possibly associated with the re-development of this side of the town following the 
opening of the Shrewsbury-Crewe railway line at the start of the 1850s. There is fairly 
good survival of buildings in the back plots in Wem, although most of this is of late 18th 
or 19th century date.  
 
Survey and analysis. There appears to have been little or no analysis of the buildings of 
Wem and no synthetic study. 
 
Assessment of the listing details. The listing dates to 1983, and is comprehensive in 
scope and detail, and, on the whole, up to the standards now expected. There are a few 
buildings mainly of 18th century date which should have been included in the list that are 
not and there are some problems with dates although some of these may stem from 
changes to the buildings in the last decade that have exposed more of the fabric to view. 
For example, 78 High Street (SA 16803) is listed as being of early 19th century and of 
brick. In fact, it is an encasing in brick of a tall timber-framed building, probably of late 
17th century date. 
 
 

7 Archaeological research framework 
 

7.1 Model of urban development 
 
A model of the medieval and post-medieval town of Wem has been produced which is 
predictive and capable of testing through archaeological investigation. This model has both 
chronological and spatial (landuse) dimensions (see sections 2 to 5) and is based on an 
analysis of documentary, cartographic and archaeological sources. The model is derived 
from the current academic understanding of urban development in Britain, and forms one 
element of a developing regional research framework. The model is provisional and will 
be subject to confirmation or revision in the future as new information becomes available, 
or new studies lead to changing understandings of towns in the region. 
 

7.2 Chronological framework 
 
The archaeological and documentary evidence indicates that urban occupation commenced 
in the 13th century, and developed from the nucleus of a castle and medieval rural 
settlement. The settlement was continuously occupied until the present but declined in 
importance in the later 19th and 20th centuries. The broad outlines of this chronological 
framework are provisional and require testing through archaeological investigation. 
 

7.3 Urban landuse 
 
The medieval and post-medieval components identified here (sections 3.2 and 4.2) have 
been mapped and constitute a model of urban landuse for each period. These landuse 
models are partial and provisional and capable of testing through archaeological 
investigation. 
 
With the exception of a watching brief at 117 High Street (SA 6294; Watson 1989) none 
of the medieval and post-medieval urban components of Wem have been archaeologically 
investigated. Of particular importance would be evidence for the spatial and temporal 
relationships between the castle and the medieval church and churchyard, and information 
on the Civil War defences and putative medieval defences. Negative as well as positive 
evidence would be important in this context. Also of importance would be the location of 
industries which must have operated in the town but for which there is little documentary 
evidence.  
 



Wem 
__________________________________________________________________________________________ 

_________________________________________________________________ 
 
10 

7.4 Potential for survival of buried remains 
 
The earthworks of the castle motte represent, even in their truncated state, deposits of c 
2.5m and may overlie, and so have protected, earlier ground surfaces. Documentary 
references to the infilling of the ditch around the motte by the mid-18th century (Anon 
1923) also suggest that deposits both of medieval and post-medieval date may survive well 
in this area and could contain important artefactual and environmental remains. Post-
medieval deposits were probably encountered at a depth of 0.25m on the western edge of 
the town (SA 6294; Watson 1989) but there is no other archaeological evidence available 
for deposit depth in the rest of Wem. The continuous occupation of the town from at least 
the 13th century, however, means that stratified deposits are likely to have developed. The 
potential of these deposits is very great. Datable artefactual and environmental 
assemblages from stratified deposits would not only provide information on life in 
medieval and post-medieval Wem but, by providing evidence of trade and industry, would 
improve understanding of the changing significance of the town within the region. Of 
particular importance would be any areas of waterlogged deposits.  
 
Fieldwork was undertaken by the Central Marches Historic Towns Survey in November 
1994. The extent of 18th and 19th century cellarage was mapped, together with the extent 
of 20th century development (new buildings and major landscaping work). This showed 
that there was moderate cellarage along the main streets but extensive modern 
redevelopment within the historic core. It is likely that evidence for more extensive 
cellarage has been obscured by modern refurbishment of frontages and pavements. 
 

7.5 Potential of artefactual studies J D Hurst 
 
Almost no archaeological fieldwork has been undertaken in Wem, and so the extent of 
surviving artefactual evidence in buried deposits cannot yet be assessed in any detail. 
However, the survival of parts of the castle suggest that contexts that have not been 
sampled to date, for instance the castle ditches, could be of significant as they may include 
waterlogged finds. Elsewhere, in the town, earlier deposits are likely to have been 
disturbed by post-medieval development. 
 
Period discussion. So few artefacts have so far been discovered in Wem that assessment 
of the range of periods represented and their significance cannot be undertaken. A 
stratified assemblage of `late post-medieval' pottery was found at the Wem Business Park 
site, but the size of this assemblage was not indicated in the report. This pottery was only 
dated to period, and no forms of vessels, or identification of fabrics was reported. 
 

7.6 Potential for environmental studies E A Pearson 
 
As there has been only a small amount of fieldwork carried out in the town, and no wet-
sieving of samples for environmental remains, the recovery of biological remains has been 
limited. The potential for the recovery of environmental remains and for research is 
therefore largely unknown. The soils are not likely to provide good conditions for the 
preservation of organic remains by waterlogging. However, it is possible that organic 
deposits may survive in ditches associated with castle defences and along the watercourse. 
This material may provide information relating to the surrounding environment and to 
dumped occupational rubbish. As the local soils are acidic, reservation of faunal remains 
such as animal bone and molluscs can be expected to be poor to moderate.  
 
Environmental remains providing information on the occupation of the town may be 
recovered from tenement plots. If buried soils are sealed beneath the earthworks of the 
castle, it may be possible to investigate the previous use of the land (for example, whether 
the land was under cultivation or pastureland) using soil micromorphology and pollen 
analysis. In some cases there may be little other archaeological evidence for the use of the 
land. 
 



Wem 
__________________________________________________________________________________________ 

_________________________________________________________________ 
 
11 

As no environmental remains have been recovered in Wem, any environmental material 
would be of interest. This could provide information on the past environment, diet, living 
conditions and agricultural or industrial economy. Future excavation should include a 
policy of sampling and wet-sieving deposits in order to recover plant, insect, molluscs and 
small animal remains in conjunction with hand-collection of larger items. Where 
appropriate, specialist sampling for soil and pollen analysis may be required. 
 

7.7 Potential for the study of standing buildings R Morriss 
 
A detailed study of the later 17th century buildings of Wem involving, because of the 
vernacular survival of techniques, considerable use of dendrochronology would be very 
useful. This would provide information on the construction industry at the end of the main 
timber-frame era. It would offer a chance to see how extensively the town was burned in 
the 1677 fire, and how quickly it was rebuilt. Parallels could be drawn with similar post-
fire reconstructions of the period, such as Blandford Forum and Warwick.  
 

7.8 Summary of research potential 
 
The historic core of Wem contains buried archaeological deposits, and these are judged to 
have moderate potential. In addition there is moderate potential for the recovery of artefact 
and ecofact assemblages. The historic buildings constitute a complementary body of 
evidence for the post-medieval period, and are judged to have high potential for detailed 
study and recording. The surviving documentary sources are moderately extensive for the 
post-medieval period (although there are few medieval records), and consequently there is 
potential for further study. 
 
 

8 Management framework 
 

8.1 Urban archaeological area 
 
The mapped extent of the medieval and post-medieval urban forms defined above 
indicated the extent of the urban area (Wem Urban Archaeological Area). The significance 
of the urban archaeological area is assessed below. 

 
8.2 Existing protection measures 

 
The different parts of the urban area are afforded different measures of protection through 
legislation and the planning process. Directly relevant measures are outlined below.  
 

Scheduled ancient monument. There is one Scheduled Ancient Monument in Wem, 
the castle (Shropshire monument no 262). It is possible that following the current 
Monument Protection Programme English Heritage may modify the scheduled area or 
add other monuments in Wem to the schedule. 
 
Listed buildings. There are a total of seventy six structures listed as of historical or 
architectural importance within the urban area. Although unlisted, some other 
buildings are of considerable historic importance. The management of all historic 
buildings requires special care and attention, while the management of Listed 
Buildings is especially important. Listed Buildings are protected under the Planning 
(Listed Buildings and Conservation Areas) Act 1990, and unauthorised alteration is a 
serious offence. This protection is also likely to preserve archaeological remains under 
and around such buildings and it is important that archaeological and historic building 
matters are considered together. 
 
In North Shropshire District, specialist advice on the management of historic 
buildings is provided by the District Council with support from the County Council. 
Some grant aid is available for the repair of historic buildings and information and 
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advice is available from the District Council Conservation Officer.  
 
Conservation area. A Conservation Area has been defined which entirely partially 
encompasses the archaeological area (North Shropshire Local Plan: deposit draft 
(1993)). 
 

8.3 Management approach 
 
The archaeological urban area of Wem contains earthworks and buried remains relating to 
medieval and post-medieval occupation, associated with contemporary buildings. The 
buried remains will vary in complexity and depth, and may contain significant 
archaeological information. It is desirable that any proposed development within the urban 
area that has a potential impact on earthworks or buried remains should be assessed by the 
appropriate archaeological body.  
 
The course of action recommended will depend upon the nature of the development and 
current planning legislation and frameworks. The archaeological response will be based on 
both the archaeological information summarised in this document and any subsequent 
archaeological information recorded on the County Sites and Monuments Record. 
 
 

9 Principal groups of documentary sources compiled by P A Stamper 
 

(SRO: Shropshire Record Office) 
SRO 167 } Manor court books, presentments, estreats etc, 1578 to late 19th  
SRO 1709} century  
SRO 2495} 
SRO 3607} 
SRO 1709 Rentals of manorial estate, 1711, 1751 
SRO 167 Surveys of manor and parish, 1561, 1805 
SRO 4351 Parish records. Include registers from 1583 (with gap 1647-52);  
  churchwardens' accounts from 1683 onwards 
SRO 3887} Deeds various 
boxes 44-7} 
SRO 972 Map of the Lordship of Wem, 1631 
SRO 733 Copy of J Wood's Map of Wem, 1834  
SRO 616 Tithe map (1842) 
SRO 721 Tithe award (1842) 
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11 Mapping 
 
The illustrations for this report comprise CAD plots of the urban components for each 
period and a location plot of archaeological remains combined with OS digital map data 
(1995) at 1:5000. These plots are current at the date of the completion of this report 
(March 1995). After this date new information will be held by the Shropshire County 
Council Sites and Monuments Record. 
 
* Historic buildings (listed and other recorded buildings) and urban area 
* Archaeological remains and urban area 
* Medieval urban form and components 
* Post-medieval urban form and components 
* Urban area and scheduled ancient monuments 


