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Cover: View looking NW showing the extent of the reduced area extending downslope from Stapleton Castle Court 
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1. Non-Technical Summary 
 
Border Archaeology was instructed by to carry out a programme of Archaeological 
Observation of ground works relating to the provision of a new vehicular access to Stapleton 
Castle Court from the adjacent public highway. 
 
The ground works involved the reduction of ground levels to a maximum depth of 
approximately 0.60m within a narrow field enclosure sloping down from NW-SE and 
currently laid out to grass, situated to the S of Stapleton Castle Court, approximately 100m E 
of the Scheduled Ancient Monument of Stapleton Castle.  This enclosure originally formed 
part of a much larger L-shaped field surrounding the castle.  
 
Extensive root action was noted within the topsoil and subsoil deposits (particularly towards 
the SE end of the site) suggestive of orcharding on the site in the post-medieval period.  
 
No significant archaeological deposits, features or finds were identified during this 
programme of archaeological observation.   
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2. Introduction 
 
 Border Archaeology was instructed by Mr T. Griffiths of Stapleton Castle Court, Stapleton, 
Herefordshire LD8 2LS (SO 32423 65650) (Fig.1) to carry out a programme of Archaeological 
Observation of ground works relating to the provision of a new access to Stapleton Castle 
Court from the adjacent public highway (Unclassified 91618). The instruction was in 
response to Condition 4 of the planning consent (Planning Ref: N122956/F) granted by 
Herefordshire Council on January 9th 2013 to ensure the archaeological interest of the site is 
recorded and to comply with the requirements of Policy ARCH6 of the Herefordshire Unitary 
Development Plan. 

 

 

Fig 1: Plan showing location of ground works to S of Stapleton Castle Court 

 
The observation was carried out on 22nd August 2013.  
 
Copies of this report will be submitted to Mr Griffiths, to Julian Cotton Esq, Archaeological 
Advisor, Herefordshire Council and to the Herefordshire Historic Environment Record (HER).  
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3. Brief Historical & Archaeological Background 
 
The earliest evidence of human activity noted in the vicinity of the site is represented by a 
Neolithic flake found within the NW corner of a field to the S of Stapleton Castle Farm (HER 
5594).  Further evidence of prehistoric occupation has been identified about 150m to the SW 
in Castle Field, where a programme of geophysical survey and excavation of a cropmark 
complex identified a probable Neolithic henge monument (HER 43269) and later Iron Age 
enclosure and trackway (HER 43267-43268).  Evidence of Roman occupation in the vicinity of 
Stapleton Castle is indicated by the discovery of Roman pottery in the vicinity of the castle 
site and a coin of Marcus Aurelius (161-180 AD) found at Castle Cottage in 1948 (HER 1637) 
 
Stapleton was held by Osbern fitz Richard at the time of the Domesday Survey of 1086; the 
castle itself (HER 917) occupies a commanding position over the River Lugg and appears to 
have been built by Hugh Fitz Osbern or his son Osbern Fitz Hugh at some point during the 
reign of Stephen (1142-54), probably in the 1140s. It later passed to the Say family in the 
13th century and then to the Mortimers of Richard's Castle through Margaret de Say’s 
marriage to Robert de Mortimer. Following the death of Hugh de Mortimer in 1304, 
Stapleton passed by the marriage of Hugh and his wife Matilda's daughter, Margaret, to Sir 
Geoffrey de Cornewall; the castle was subsequently garrisoned against the Welsh rebels by 
Sir John Cornewall (Robinson, 1867).  
 
The castle survived until the Civil War period when it was slighted or ‘defaced’ by the 
Royalist Sir Michael Woodhouse, who in 1643 acted on his fear that it might be garrisoned 
by Parliamentary forces stationed nearby at the castles of Hopton and Brampton Bryan. The 
site was eventually acquired by the Harley family from the Cornewalls in 1706 and restored.  
 
The surviving castle earthworks comprise a motte occupying the southern portion of a hill 
with traces of a ditch cut into the hillside on the W and E sides. Medieval latrine chutes 
survive on the W side and in the right-angled SE corner. The bailey is located to the N and 
exhibits traces of an entrance and a ditch; an outer enclosure may have occupied the 
remainder of the summit to the N. The aerial photographic evidence shows a hollow way 
(Monument No. 1398574) on the western side of the hamlet of Stapleton, which appears to 
lead to the northern side of motte.  
 
The Grade II Listed remains of a 17th century stone-built H-plan house (Listed Building Ref: 
149176) stand within the former shell keep and comprise brick and sandstone rubble wall 
sections, one of which retains window openings with brick dressings on two storeys (RCHME, 
1932, II, 182). Evidence of a fireplace is visible in another section of wall. The house appears 
originally to have comprised a long rectangular central wing, probably with cross-wings at 
the N and S; the entire N end and the western projection of the N cross-wing no longer 
survive. It is probable that the motte was reduced and altered during the construction of the 
house. 

 

4. Geology 
 
The site lies on boundary between areas of typical argillic brown earths of the Rowton series 
(571A) and typical brown earths of the BARTON series (541l).  
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The former comprise well-drained fine silty and fine loamy soils, locally over gravel, with 
some fine silty clayey soils with slowly permeable subsoils and seasonal waterlogging and 
some slowly permeable seasonally waterlogged fine silty over clayey soils. The underlying 
geology consists of glaciofluvial or river terrace gravel and till  
 
The BARTON soils consist of well-drained silty soils over Silurian siltstone, shallow in places, 
with some fine silty soils with slowly permeable subsoils and slight seasonal waterlogging 
(SSEW 1983). 

 

5. Methodology           
 

Archaeological Observation was carried out in accordance with Standard and Guidance for 
an archaeological watching brief (IfA 2008). Border Archaeology adheres to the IfA Code of 
conduct (2012) and Code of approved practice for the regulation of contractual 
arrangements in field archaeology (2008) and to Herefordshire Archaeology’s Standards for 
Archaeological Projects in Herefordshire (Issue 1) (Herefordshire Council, 2004). Border 
Archaeology is cognisant of Herefordshire Council’s Archaeology & Development 
Supplementary Planning Document (2010). 

 
All ground reduction works were undertaken by machine using a toothless bucket and were 
subject to Archaeological Observation. 

 

  
5.1 Recording 

 
 Full written, graphic and photographic records were made in accordance with Border 
Archaeology's Field Recording Manual (2012). Records include: 
 
- A pro-forma context record for each stratigraphic unit 
 
- A plan showing location of the ground works observed. 
 
- A photographic record was compiled using a high-resolution digital camera showing 
deposits revealed in each of the pits in addition to a representative photographic record of 
the progress of the archaeological work. Included in each photograph was an appropriate 
scale and all photographic records were indexed and cross-referenced to written site 
records.  Details concerning subject and direction of view are contained in a photographic 
register, indexed by frame number. 

 
5.2 Recovery of finds 

 
 No finds were recovered during the course of the observation.    

 

5.3 Sampling levels  
 

No deposits revealed were considered suitable for sampling. 
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6. Results 
  

The ground works involved the reduction of ground levels for the provision of a new access 
road within a narrow field enclosure gently sloping downhill roughly NW-SE from Stapleton 
Castle Court to the existing lane (Plate 1).  The dimensions of the area reduced measured 
approximately 13m NW-SE, being at its narrowest width at the NW end (3.5m width) and 
gradually widening out to a maximum width of 10m as it extended downhill towards the SE 
end of the field, adjacent to the existing roadway.  The depth of soil removed was at its 
shallowest at the NW end, where the maximum depth reached was no greater than 0.15m, 
while at the SE end the maximum depth reached was approximately > 0.60m.   
 

 
 
Plate 1: View looking NW towards Stapleton Castle Court showing area following reduction of ground 

levels 

 
A total of three deposits were recorded, the uppermost (001) consisting of a deep, friable 
dark greyish-brown humic silty topsoil, extending site-wide from a minimum depth of 0.13m 
(at the NW end of the site) to a maximum depth of 0.28m (at the SE end), with frequent 
small to medium angular stones, moderate charcoal inclusions and very frequent root 
disturbance.  
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A small quantity of heavily abraded pottery and CBM of late post-medieval or modern date 
was recovered from the topsoil, together with a single heavily corroded iron nail and a small 
quantity of thick bottle glass fragments of late post-medieval date.  Several wooden fence 
post fragments were also identified.  A small, roughly sub-circular area of burnt material 
(relating to a recent bonfire) was noted in the extreme NW corner of the site. 
 

 
 

Plate 2: View showing SW-facing section adjacent to hedge boundary following reduction in ground 
levels with deep humic silt topsoil (001) overlying light to mid-brown subsoil (002) 

 
Underlying (001) was subsoil deposit (002) consisting of a moderately compacted light to 
mid brown fine silty clay with frequent small to medium angular and sub-angular stones and 
moderate root action slightly more frequent towards the SE end of the site, extending site-
wide from 0.10m to a maximum depth of 0.25m (at the SE end) (Plate 2). No finds were 
recovered from this deposit. 
 
Underlying (002) was (003) a firmly compacted light reddish-brown clayey silt with frequent 
small to medium angular and sub-angular stones (degraded siltstone). No finds were 
recovered from this deposit, which was interpreted as natural substrate. The full extent of 
this deposit was not determined (it was only visible towards the extreme SE end of the site 
where the soil had been reduced to a greater depth); its visible thickness measured between 
0.05-0.07m (Plate 3).  
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Plate 3: View looking N showing SE end of site (with existing road in foreground) following reduction in 
ground levels 

 

7. Discussion of Results 
 

Extensive root action was noted within the topsoil and subsoil deposits (particularly towards 
the SE end of the site) suggestive of tree-planting (possibly an orchard) on the site in the 
post-medieval or modern period.   
 
The existing enclosure boundaries are, for the most part, very recent in date; the tithe map 
and later OS mapping show that the study area originally formed part of a much larger, 
roughly L-shaped enclosure surrounding Stapleton Castle, which appears largely to have 
been laid out to pasture.   
 
The OS 1st edition 25 inch map of 1889 (Fig. 2) depicts a somewhat amorphous grouping of 
trees to the W and SW of the castle, which might represent an orchard, with more isolated 
tree-planting to the SE, mostly along the edge of the roadway running E towards Stapleton 
Castle Farm.  The NE boundary of the enclosure is shown on the OS 1st edition map and 
appears to be slightly earlier in date, marking the SW edge of a small, roughly triangular plot 
bounded to the S by the existing road and to the N by outbuildings associated with Stapleton 
Castle Farm. 
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Fig. 2: Extract from OS 1st edition map of 1889 showing Stapleton Castle 
(Reproduced by courtesy of Herefordshire Record Office) 

 
No significant archaeological deposits, features or finds were identified during this 
programme of archaeological observation.  
  

8. Copyright 
 
Border Archaeology shall retain full copyright of any commissioned reports, tender 
documents or other project documents, under the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988, 
with all rights reserved, excepting that it hereby provides a licence to the client and the 
Council for the use of the report by the client and the Council in all matters directly relating 
to the project as described in the Project Specification to use the documentation for their 
statutory functions and to provide copies of it to third parties as an incidental to such 
functions. 
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