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Summary 

 This report presents the results of an archaeological evaluation at the Church of 
St. Helen, Stapleford, Nottingham (National Grid Reference SK 48856 37363). 
The work was carried out in April 2017 by Trent & Peak Archaeology (TPA) on 
behalf of Peart Bradley Architects prior to the construction of an extension to the 
church, in line with the Notification of Advice from the Diocesan Advisory 
Committee (DAC). 

 St. Helen’s Church is a Grade II listed building dating to the 13th century. The building 
occupies a significant place within the historic village core of Stapleford and is the 
focus of the Church Street Conservation Area. The headstones from the churchyard 
have been repositioned around the churchyard boundary, meaning that the locations 
of any burials are no longer known. 

 No previous archaeological work has been undertaken in St. Helen’s Church or its 
churchyard. 

 The work consisted of a series of five test pits located over various points on the 
footprint of the proposed construction of a new Community Room building, with a 
connecting corridor leading to the north-western corner of the church's north aisle. 

 Test Pits 01, 02, 04 and 05 contained no archaeological remains, although the 
sequence of made ground layers below the topsoil indicated a significant amount 
of landscaping had occurred during the 20th century (probably at the same time 
that the headstones were repositioned), raising the ground level by around 0.75m. 
The original ground level, now buried, was identified in Test Pits 04 and 05 at this 
depth. 

 Test Pit 03 was excavated to approximately 0.54m, at which depth two grave 
markers, probably in situ, were uncovered. These appeared to be a fallen 
headstone, possibly covered by turf or vegetation when the landscaping activities 
occurred, and a possible chest tomb or pedestal for a larger monument. No 
inscriptions were visible.  
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1 Introduction 

1.1 This report presents the results of a test pit evaluation at St. Helen’s Church, Stapleford, 
Nottingham (National Grid Reference SK 48856 37363) (Figs 1 and 2). The work was 
carried out in April 2017 by Trent & Peak Archaeology (TPA) on behalf of Peart Bradley 
Architects prior to the construction of an extension to the church, in line with the 
Notification of Advice from the Diocesan Advisory Committee (DAC). 

1.2 A Written Scheme of Investigation (WSI) was submitted by TPA (2017) and approved by 
the DAC of Southwell and Nottingham (Appendix 1). The WSI stated that the watching 
brief be carried out in accordance with appropriate professional standards, as defined in the 
Chartered Institute for Archaeologists’ (CIfA) Standard & Guidance for Archaeological Field 
Evaluation (2014). 

1.3 The overall study employed the methodology developed by TPA for use on similar 
projects in the region. This methodology conforms to the standard requirements of 
planning authorities where consent applications are made for development. These 
follow guidelines presented in the National Planning Policy Framework (DCLG 2012) 
which replaces conservation planning document Planning Policy Statement 5: Planning 
for the Historic Environment (DCLG 2010). 

1.4 The TPA site code is SHS.  

 

2 Topography and Geology 

2.1 St. Helen’s Church sits at an elevation of approximately 47.6m AoD. The site is bounded 
by Church Lane to the north, Church Street to the east, Isaac’s Lane to the south and 
Frederick Road to the west. 

2.2 The 1:50,000 British Geological Mapping shows that the site is situated on a sedimentary 
bedrock of Nottingham Castle Sandstone Formation. No superficial deposits have been 
recorded (http://www.bgs.ac.uk/discoveringGeology/geologyOfBritain/viewer.html). 

 

3 Historical and Archaeological Background 

3.1  Stapleford lies six miles to the west of Nottingham on the border of both Nottinghamshire 
and Derbyshire and at a river crossing of the Erewash valley. The town is mentioned in the 
Domesday book and likely has pre-Norman origins as both a church and priest are recorded 
by the 1086 survey. Prior to the introduction of the textile industry during the 18th century the 
majority of local industry would have focused around agricultural production. The weaving 
and textile industry within Stapleford was both industrial and domestic in nature. The area 
surrounding Nottingham Road retains a number of houses specially constructed for 
domestic stocking-frame knitting (Pevsner 1979, 337).   

  
3.2 St. Helen’s Church is a Grade II listed building (LB 1248029) dating to the 13th century. The 

building occupies a significant place within the historic village core of Stapleford and is the 
focus of the Church Street Conservation Area (www.heritagegateway.org.uk).  

 
3.3 No previous archaeological work has been undertaken in St. Helen’s Church or its 

churchyard. 
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4 Aims and Objectives 

4.1 The objectives of the fieldwork were in accordance with the WSI produced by TPA on 
behalf of Peart Bradley Architects and agreed by the DAC Archaeological Advisor 
(Appendix 1).  

4.2 The primary objective of the archaeological work was to establish the depth of any 
below-ground remains in order to inform an appropriate project design, should further 
archaeological intervention be required. 

4.3 The excavations also had the objective of assessing the date, nature and state of 
preservation of any archaeological remains encountered 

4.4 Within the limitation of the proposed scheme the evaluation aimed to resolve, where 
possible, a number of significant questions relating to the use of the church site over 
time. These included: 

 Determining the existence of any activity pre-dating the known medieval 
origins for the site. 

 Identifying the presence of archaeological deposits relating to any earlier 
church structural remains. 

 Determining the presence of any below-ground burial monuments. 

4.5 All excavation and recording was carried out in line with CIfA guidelines (CIfA 2014) 
and standard archaeological practice. 

  

5 Methodology 

5.1 Three test pits, each measuring 1m by 0.6m and no more than 1m deep were 
excavated in the locations indicated in Fig. 2. The test pits were hand-dug by a 
team of suitably qualified and experienced archaeologists selected from TPA’s 
supervisory staff in accordance with accepted archaeological practice and the 
‘Standard and Guidance’ produced by the Chartered Institute for Archaeologists 
(CIfA 2014). 

5.2 All exposed surfaces were inspected by a suitably qualified archaeologist and any 
archaeological deposits were hand cleaned and recorded where appropriate. All contexts 
were given an individual context number. Plans of all contexts including features were drawn 
on drafting film in pencil at a scale of 1:20/1:50, and showed context numbers, all colour and 
textural changes and principal slopes represented as hachures. Sections were recorded at 
1:20 and showed context numbers and all colour and textural changes. All levels were shown 
AOD. Black & White photographs of each context were taken, together with general views 
illustrating the principal features of the excavations: these were supplemented by digital 
colour images for inclusion within the report. B/W images were taken on 35mm print film, 
using an SLR camera; digital colour images were DSLR at 7 megapixel (minimum) 
resolution. Written records were maintained as laid down in TPA recording manual.  

5.3 A full methodology can be found in the WSI (Appendix 1). 

 



Test Pit Evaluation at St. Helen's Church, Stapleford, Nottingham      Trent & Peak Archaeology©2017 

9 

 

6 Results 

6.1 Test Pit 01 (Fig. 2) 

6.1.1 Test Pit 01 was situated approximately 0.5m north of the north-western corner of the 
north aisle of the church, on a north-south alignment. The test pit targeted the proposed 
western wall of the link corridor between the church and the Community Room building. 

6.1.2 The most recent layer within the test pit was (1000), a deposit of dark blackish-grey silt 
topsoil between 0.1 and 0.15m deep, containing occasional inclusions of angular stones 
less than 0.03m in size. 

6.1.3 Topsoil (1000) was directly overlying (1001), a deposit consisting of redeposited compact 
red clay 0.2m deep, containing frequent inclusions of angular stones less than 20mm in 
size.  

6.1.4 (1001) directly overlaid (1002), a dark blackish-grey sandy silt 0.1-0.15m deep with 
moderate inclusions of sub-angular stones 0.05m in size.  

6.1.5 Directly below (1002) was (1004), a deposit of loose, medium brown sandy material 
between 0.1 and 0.2m deep. The deposit contained frequent inclusions of sub-angular 
stones less than 0.01m in size.  

6.1.6 At the base of the trench, and extending below it, was (1003), a deposit of loose, dark 
brown silty clay containing frequent inclusions of sub-angular stones less than 0.2m in 
size.  

6.1.7 Layers (1001)-(1003) appear to be made ground layers, probably relating to modern or 
late-post-medieval landscaping of the churchyard, possibly at the same time that the 
headstones were moved. No finds or features were revealed.  

 
6.2 Test Pit 02 (Fig. 2) 
6.2.1 Test Pit 02 was situated 12.5m immediately north of the north-western corner of the north 

aisle, over the proposed north-western corner of the Community Room building. The test 
pit was positioned on a north-south alignment. 

 
6.2.2 The most recent deposit within the test pit was (2000), a deposit of dark blackish-grey silt 

topsoil with the same composition as (1000). The deposit was a maximum of 0.2m deep.  
 
6.2.3 (2000) was situated directly above (2001), a deposit of redeposited compact red clay 0.2m 

deep, containing frequent inclusions of angular stones less than 20mm in size. This 
deposit is likely the same as (1001) 

 
6.2.4 Deposit (2001) was directly overlying (2002), a friable, light grey deposit of sandy silt 0.4m 

deep and containing frequent inclusions of sub-angular stones and ceramic building 
material (CBM) fragments. This deposit is interpreted as demolition rubble.  

 
6.2.5 Deposit (2002) was situated immediately above (2003), a firm, redeposited brown clay 

with no inclusions. The deposit was 0.3m in thickness.  
 
6.2.6 At the very base of the test pit, and extending below the limit of excavation, was (2004), a 

deposit of loose, dark brown silty clay containing frequent inclusions of sub-angular 
stones less than 0.2m in size. This is likely to be the same as (1003). 

6.2.7 As with Test Pit 01, the layers below the topsoil are likely to be modern or late post-
medieval made ground layers. No finds or features were seen.  
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6.3 Test Pit 03 (Fig. 2) 
6.3.1 Test Pit 03 was situated 8m north of the north-eastern corner of the north aisle, on a north 

to south alignment. It was positioned in order to target the eastern wall of the proposed 
Community Room.  

 
6.3.2 The most recent deposit within the test pit was (3000), a deposit of dark blackish-grey silt 

topsoil between 0.1 and 0.14m deep, containing occasional inclusions of angular stones 
less than 0.03m in size. This is the same deposit as (1000) and (2000). 

6.3.3 The topsoil deposit (3000) directly overlaid (3005), a weak deposit of mid orangey brown 
sandy silt up to 0.3m deep. The deposit contained inclusions of rounded stones and it's 
interface with the deposit below (3001) was slightly unclear.  

6.3.4 Deposit (3005) directly overlaid (3001), a deposit of dark blackish-grey sandy silt 0.1-
0.15m deep with moderate inclusions of sub-angular stones 0.05m in size. This appears to 
be the same deposit as (1002), with a more irregular profile. 

6.3.5 (3001) directly overlaid (3002), a redeposited compact red clay 0.2m deep, containing 
frequent inclusions of angular stones less than 20mm in size. This appears to be the same 
composition and colour as (1001), but if this is so then the order of deposition of these 
deposits varied between Test Pit 01 and Test Pit 03. This is consistent with the dumping of 
discrete deposits.  

6.3.3 At the base of the test pit, on the northern side, was the base of a large grave marker 
(possibly a chest tomb or the base of a larger monument), constructed of stone (3003). 
Part of the top and a small portion of the sides of the  marker were visible; however, no 
inscription was apparent.  

6.3.4 Likewise, on the southern edge of the test pit, a second grave marker was seen, this time a 
headstone, toppled, probably with a round top and indented sides. No inscription can be 
seen, indicating that the marker may have fallen onto its front and the visible portion may 
be the back of the monument.  

6.3.5 No further finds or features were uncovered. As with the previous two test pits, it is likely 
that the deposits between the grave markers and the topsoil consist of made ground 
layers. This is especially evident in this test pit where the layers overlie grave markers 
which were, presumably, once at ground level.   

 
6.3 Test Pit 04 (Fig. 2) 
6.3.1 Test Pit 04 was situated approximately 4.6m north of Test Pit 03, and targeted over the 

proposed north-eastern corner of the Community Room. The test pit was positioned on a 
north - south alignment. 

 
6.3.2 The most recent deposit within Test Pit 04 was (4000), the same deposit as (1000), (2000) 

and (3000): a dark blackish-grey silt topsoil between 0.14 and 0.18m deep.  
 
6.3.3 Topsoil (4000) was situated directly above (4001), a deposit of firm, mid greyish yellow 

silty clay 0.6m deep, which contained occasional inclusions of rounded stones less than 
0.04m in size.  

 
6.3.4 Directly below (4001) was deposit (4002), a weak, very dark greyish brown silty clay 

containing occasional rounded stones and charcoal. This deposit was thin, being only 
0.1m deep, and could conceivably be composed of buried topsoil mixed with clay. If so, 
this would be broadly consistent with the level of the grave markers in Test Pit 03.   
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6.3.5 At the base of the test pit was deposit (4003), a compact, mid red clay with moderately 
frequent sandstone inclusions, which extended below the limit of excavation. The nature 
of this deposit is unclear as so little was exposed, but it is probable that it is a layer of 
either subsoil or redeposited natural material below the buried topsoil.  

 
6.3.6 No finds or features were uncovered within this test pit.  
 
 
6.4 Test Pit 05 (Fig. 2) 
6.4.1 Test Pit 05 was situated approximately 13.5m north of the centre of the north aisle, 5.9m 

west of Test Pit 04. It was positioned in order to target the proposed nortehrn wall of the 
Community Room.  

 
6.4.2 The test pit was sealed by (5000), a deposit of dark blackish-grey silt topsoil between 0.1 

and 0.16m deep, the same as the topsoil deposits in the previous test pits.  
 
6.4.3 (5000) was directly above (5001), a firm, light yellow sandy clay containing very occasional 

charcoal flecks, which was between 0.02 and 0.18m deep. The deposit was far thicker 
toward the east than the west, and was obviously an attempt to level a dip in the made 
ground below.  

 
6.4.4 Below (5001) was (5002), a firm, greyish brown silty clay between 0.05 and 0.3m deep. 

The deposit contained frequent inclusions of charcoal fleck less than 0.02m in size.  This 
deposit was not present in the north-facing section, indicating a very uneven deposition.  

 
6.4.5 (5002) directly overlaid (5003), a deposit of redeposited, compact red clay 0.22m deep, 

containing frequent inclusions of angular stones less than 20mm in size. This deposit is 
very similar in composition to (1001), but is seen at a lower level.  

 
6.4.6 Deposit (5003) was situated directly above (5004), a deposit of loose black material 

showing indications of burning. The deposit contained modern debris such as plastic bags 
and metal wires, indicating that it may be the level of previous topsoil, later covered by 
made ground. This concurs with the level of the buried topsoil deposit in Test Pit 04.  

 
6.4.7 Directly below (5004) was (5005), a deposit of loose, dark brown clayey silt containing 

rare sub-rounded stone less than 0.02m in size. This deposit extended below the limit of 
excavation, and is likely to be a subsoil deposit below the original topsoil level.  

 
 

7 Conclusion 

7.1 All of the test pits across the excavation area were sealed by the same topsoil deposit, 
which was situated over series of made ground deposits, likely to be modern in date. This 
is substantiated by the presence of possible buried topsoil deposits at a depth of around 
0.75m in Test Pits 04 and 05, which in Test Pit 05 contained modern debris. It is likely that 
the made ground deposits are part of a programme of landscaping activity undertaken 
during the 20th century, during which the headstones of the churchyard were removed 
and repositioned around the churchyard boundary. Therefore, it is unlikely that any 
archaeological remains will be encountered down to a depth of approximately 0.75m 
throughout the proposed construction works.   

7.2 Test Pit 03 contained the only archaeological finds from the excavations, in the form of 
two grave marker: one headstone and one possibly chest tomb or plinth for a larger 
monument. Neither of these were uncovered to such an extent that any inscriptions could 
be seen; nor could it be conclusively demonstrated that they were in situ, although 
circumstantial evidence would arguably favour this, and that they were buried by the 
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landscaping works rather than moved. In the case of the headstone, which could have 
been more easily moved like those around it, this may be due to it having fallen many 
years previously and becoming overgrown with turf.  If these markers are in situ, they may 
provide a useful indicator of the depth of any burials that may be uncovered during the 
construction works, although given the variation in burial depths, this should be treated 
with caution. It does, however, mark the level of the original ground surface prior to the 
landscaping activities.  

7.3 No further archaeological finds or features were uncovered, primarily due to the fact that 
the 1m depth of the test pits did not intrude more than 0.3m below the buried ground 
surface level.  
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Appendix 1 – Preliminary Site Sampling Strategy* 
 

feature 

type 
Sediment 

condition

s 

Overall scope of 

sampling 

MM C14 
Po/Dm 

Ch BP/BS Bo Wd 

Sampling method:  A4x1cm 

(seal) 

Film caps or column in gutter + 

Clingfilm 

Min.30L+ Tubs 

(specialists to advise as to 

appropriate level of sub 

sampling of deposit) 

 

 

wrap each bit 

sep. 

Man-

made 

feature 

buried soil 

Waterlogged organic 

(looks ‘peaty’) 

each occurrence series 

of samples if thick 

(>150mm) 

   
* 

 
* 
 

 
* 

 
* 
 

 
* 
 

Dry visible 

charred material each occurrence (C14 

selected: best is twigs 

then layer then flecks) 

 * 

 * 

 * 

 

Waterlogged 

organic 

each occurrence, at 

thickest point 
* * * * * * * 

Dry visible 

charred material 

each occurrence, at 

thickest point, series 

of samples if thick 

(>150mm) 

* * * * 

 * 

 

Any 
Wood structure 

retain all, keep damp, 

bag each timber 

separately 

 * 

    * 

Industrial 

residues / 

debris etc. 

 

 

All process stages to 

be represented 

    *   
Abbreviations MM Micromorphology C14 Radiocarbon Po/Dm Pollen/diatoms Ch Charred material BP Waterlogged Beetles/Plant remains Bo small bone Wd wood. BS –

Bulk Sample (industrial waste/residues/processing debris) 

 

*Adjustments to be made following specialist advice and liaison with the DAC where appropriate
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Appendix 3: Figures 
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Appendix 4: Plates 

 

 

Plate 1: General view of the excavations, looking south-east 

 

 

Plate 2: Test Pit 01 looking west. Scale = 1m. 
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Plate 3: Test Pit 02 looking east. Scale = 1m 

 

 

Plate 4: Test Pit 03 looking west. Scale = 1m.  
Grave marker 3003 is to the right, while 3004 is to the left. 
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Plate 5: Test Pit 04 looking west. Scale = 1m. 

 

 

Plate 6: Test Pit 05 looking south. Scale = 1m. 
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