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1. Non Technical Summary 
 
A detailed documentary survey of the site at No. 4 Castle Hill, Cleobury Mortimer, which 
incorporates the remains of part of a substantial Norman motte and bailey castle, has 
demonstrated that there is archaeological and historical evidence of occupation probably 
dating back to before the Norman Conquest.  
 
The existing castle remains were probably built by the Mortimer family in the early 12th 
century and functioned as the caput or administrative centre of the extensive Mortimer 
estates in southern Shropshire.  The castle was besieged and destroyed by Henry II in 
1155, but subsequently appears to have been rebuilt (in some form) by 1179.  The lack 
of any documentary references to the castle from c.1200 onwards suggests that its 
defensive role ceased at some point during the 13th century and later medieval 
documentation refers only to the buildings of the ‘manor’ of Cleobury, rather than the 
castle.   
 
The castle site is documented as having been largely abandoned by c.1540; however, 
there appears to have been a stone-built dwelling on or immediately adjacent to the 
motte, probably incorporating structural remains of medieval date, which was occupied 
until 1776, when it was destroyed by fire. This resulted in the site being landscaped and 
subsequently divided into several separate enclosures occupied by cottages and 
gardens as shown on the parish tithe map of 1846. 
 
The programme of emergency recording carried out at Cleobury Mortimer revealed a 
sequence of deposits reflecting the changing usage of the site during the medieval and 
post-medieval periods.  The uppermost deposits were identified as post-medieval 
garden soils probably contemporary with the sub-division of the castle site into smaller 
enclosures used for gardens and small-scale cultivation, which appears to have 
occurred during the late 18th-early 19th century, following the landscaping of the site, 
which is documented as having taken place after the fire of 1776.   
 
Beneath these post-medieval garden soils, a series of silty sand and rubble deposits 
was encountered, generally interpreted as structural elements associated with the 
construction or consolidation of the medieval castle motte, presumably intended to 
provide stability for the mound.   This was particularly apparent within Section 5, at the 
SE end of the excavation site, where a series of well defined, inclined silty sand and 
rubble deposits were visible, tipping NE-SW, identified as redeposited material used in 
the original construction of the medieval motte.    
 
Also of significance was a rubble slump identified within Section 1, which could possibly 
relate to the collapse of a revetment wall or structure that stood on or adjacent to the 
motte and was subsequently incorporated within the motte, perhaps following its 
landscaping in the late 18th century.   
 
The complete lack of artefactual evidence within these lower deposits prevents the 
establishment of a detailed chronological phasing for the site; the only datable material 
being a small assemblage of post-medieval ceramic sherds and CBM recovered from 
the uppermost garden soil deposits.  Nevertheless, the recording programme provided 
an important opportunity to record in detail a sequence of deposits associated with the 
construction and subsequent consolidation of a medieval castle motte. 
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2. Introduction 
 
Border Archaeology was instructed by the client, Mr & Mrs Ireland, to provide a 
programme of emergency archaeological recording of groundworks recently undertaken 
in regard of the construction of housing at No. 4 Castle Hill, Cleobury Mortimer, 
Shropshire (NGR SO 6730 7580) which occupies part of the site of a medieval motte 
and bailey castle.   
 
Border Archaeology also undertook a documentary survey of the history of the castle to 
place the findings of the programme of emergency site recording into their 
archaeological and historical context. 
 
Copies of this report will be submitted to the client, Mr M Watson (Historic Environment 
Officer, Shropshire County Council) and the Shropshire County Council Sites & 
Monuments Record (SMR). 
 
 

 
 

Fig. 1: Site Location Plan 

2.1 Soils & Geology 
 
In the vicinity of Cleobury Mortimer, the predominant soil type consists of typical brown 
earths of the EARDISTON 1 (541c) series, comprising well-drained reddish coarse 
loamy soils over sandstone, shallow in places especially on brows, together with some 
reddish fine silty soils over shale and siltstone. The underlying geology consists of 
Devonian and Permo-Triassic reddish sandstone, silty shale and siltstone (SSEW, 
1983). 
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3.  Historical & Archaeological Background 
 
The site occupies the SE section of the medieval castle motte of Cleobury Mortimer, 
immediately to the NW of the parish church of St Mary. The motte survives as an 
earthwork about 3m high and defined by a lane to the E, which is 1m below general 
ground level and may well mark the line of an outer ditch. The proximity of the motte to 
the parish church indicates that it is an occupation site of early date, which is further 
reinforced by the suggestion that the existing church (the earliest fabric of which is of 
12th century date) probably occupies the site of a pre-Conquest minster (Croom, 1988, 
74).   
 
Evidence of human activity in the vicinity of the castle site dating back to the prehistoric 
and Roman periods was found in the course of an archaeological evaluation carried out 
in 1993 within the grounds of the Lacon Childe School. A number of flint flakes, including 
a thumbnail scraper and an arrowhead of late Neolithic / Early Bronze Age date, were 
found in one of the trenches, in addition to sherds of Samian and coarseware pottery of 
Roman date (Hannaford, 1993, 4-7). 
 
No mention of the castle is made in the Domesday Survey of 1086, which recorded that 
the manor of Cleobury (Claiberie), held before the Conquest by Queen Edith, was then 
in the possession of the powerful Marcher lord Ralph de Mortimer (Thorn & Thorn, 1986, 
260a).  The estate amounted to four hides with land for 24 ploughs, including a mill, and 
was valued at £12.  Significantly, the Domesday entry also mentions a priest resident at 
Cleobury, indicating the existence of a church there by 1086, probably standing on the 
site of the present parish church. 
 
Cleobury Mortimer was the most valuable of the Mortimers’ demesne manors in 
Shropshire as listed in Domesday Book and subsequently appears to have functioned as 
the caput or administrative centre for the extensive Mortimer estates in southern 
Shropshire until the early 15th century, which were collectively described as the ‘Honour 
of Cleobury’.  It is not unlikely, therefore, that the Mortimers would have established a 
castle there at a relatively early date, probably not long after 1086.   
 
Although there is no extant record of a borough charter granted to Cleobury Mortimer, 
there are documentary references to burgage plots within the town by c.1300 and it 
certainly appears to have enjoyed borough status by the mid 14th century.  The 
importance of the castle as a seat of the Mortimer family and as an administrative centre 
for the Mortimer estates in southern Shropshire probably contributed to the development 
of an urban settlement in this area.  In 1226, Hugh de Mortimer obtained the privilege of 
holding an annual fair at his manor of Cleobury from King Henry III and in 1266 Roger III 
de Mortimer obtained an important charter of privileges for his manors of Cleobury and 
Chelmarsh, establishing them as a private lordship or ‘franchise’, independent of royal 
jurisdiction and administered from a ‘central Court’ based at Cleobury (Harley MS. 1240 
f.56; for translation see Childe, 1879, 41-2).   
 
The steady growth of urban settlement at Cleobury during the late 13th-early 14th century 
is evidenced by a survey taken in 1304 after the death of Edmund I de Mortimer, which 
recorded a total of 102 ¾ burgages in Cleobury, slightly smaller than Wigmore (NA 
C133/114 no. 8; Cal. Inq. P.M., IV, No. 235; Hopkinson & Speight, 2002, 158).  
However, its proximity to Ludlow probably retarded further significant urban growth, as 
attested by the lack of evidence for the holding of a weekly market at Cleobury during 
the medieval period. 
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After the death of Edmund Earl of March in 1425, the last male heir of the Mortimer 
lineage, the manor of Cleobury together with the rest of the Mortimer estates came into 
the hands of Richard Duke of York. After Richard’s death at the battle of Wakefield in 
1460, his estates descended to his heir Edward Earl of March, who, a year later, 
became Edward IV.  Cleobury thereafter became a possession of the Crown and 
remained in royal hands until Elizabeth I granted the manor to Robert Dudley Earl of 
Leicester (Childe, 1879, 46-47).   
 
Documentary evidence indicates that although Cleobury Mortimer retained borough 
status throughout the 15th and 16th centuries, the town experienced a degree of 
stagnation during this period.  John Leland, writing in about 1540, described Cleobury as 
a village and records that there was no market there at that time (Chandler, 1993, 393).   
Cleobury Mortimer appears to have experienced a resurgence of fortunes from the early 
17th century onwards, following the purchase of the manor by Sir Rowland Lacon and his 
son Sir Francis Lacon of Kinlet Hall in 1608 (Childe, 1879, 48).   
 
In 1615, Sir Francis Lacon obtained a royal grant of a weekly market and three annual 
fairs for the borough of Cleobury.  The town of Cleobury appears to have experienced a 
steady growth under the patronage of the Lacon-Childe family of Kinlet Hall, who 
remained as lords of the manor and borough of Cleobury until the end of the 19th century 
(Childe, 1879, 48-49).    
 
The 18th-early 19th century appears to have been an era of relative economic prosperity 
for the town, as evidenced by the predominantly Georgian brick-built street frontages 
along the High Street and Lower Street and other buildings such as the Lacon Childe 
School in Church Street (built in 1740).  Further building activity was stimulated by the 
piecemeal sale of the Childe estate in Cleobury Mortimer during the first half of the 19th 
century including the site of the castle which was subdivided into several smaller plots of 
land occupied by cottages. 
 

4. Site Specific Analysis (including Documentary 
Survey & Map Regression) 

 
The existence of a castle at Cleobury is first documented in 1155, when King Henry II 
campaigned against the rebel baron Hugh II de Mortimer, besieging his castles at 
Bridgnorth, Cleobury and Wigmore.  The contemporary chronicler Robert de Torigni also 
records that Cleobury Castle was captured and destroyed by Henry II’s forces (Teare, 
1986; Howlett, 1889, IV, 144).   However, it is not entirely clear whether these references 
relate to the motte adjacent to the parish church or, as has been suggested by some 
writers, to the site known as Castle Toot, situated some 850m to the NE (Renn, 1973, 
144).   
 
On balance, the former seems a much more likely candidate, in view of its central 
location and close proximity to the parish church.  Moreover, a study of the cartographic 
and topographical evidence indicates that the original defences of the castle probably 
enclosed a substantial plot of land, including the site of the parish church, lying within an 
area defined by Childe Road (formerly Back Lane) to the N and NW, High Street to the S 
and SE and The Hurst to the NE.  It is likely that some form of proto-urban settlement 
developed within this area, under the shadow of the castle. 
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The castle appears to have been rebuilt in some form after its destruction in 1155, for 
the Anglo-Norman Chronicle of Wigmore Abbey records that Hugh II de Mortimer ‘came 
from overseas and resided at Cleobury’, an event that occurred shortly before the 
foundation stone of the conventual church of Wigmore Abbey was laid in 1172 
(Dickinson & Ricketts, 1969, 434-5).  Presumably, therefore, the castle at Cleobury was 
rebuilt in some form between 1155 and 1172.  The Wigmore Chronicle also records that 
Hugh II de Mortimer died at Cleobury in late 1180-1181, which may be an indication that 
it was considered to be one of his more important residences (Dickinson & Ricketts, 
1969, 436-7).   
 
Virtually no other documentary references have been found to a ‘castle’ at Cleobury later 
than the 12th century.  Later medieval records, specifically an ‘extent’ or survey of the 
manor taken in 1304 after the death of Edmund I de Mortimer  (NA C133/114 no. 8 
calendared in Cal. Inq. P.M., IV, no. 235) and a survey of repairs to the ‘manor’ of 
Cleobury in 1332, when it was briefly in Crown hands, make no reference to a castle or 
indeed to significant fortifications of any type (NA C145/124 no. 18; calendared in Cal. 
Inq. Misc. II, no. 1382).  A series of accounts for the borough of Cleobury covering the 
1360s-80s contain intermittent references to repairs to the manorial buildings, which 
were of stone and timber construction but no specific references were found to the castle 
or the motte (NA SC6/965-10-25).  The layout of the manorial complex at Cleobury is 
difficult to identify but it is possible that the main area of occupation was located to the 
NE of the motte, on the site of the Lacon Childe School, where the 1993 evaluation 
revealed evidence of a double posthole and ditch containing 12th-13th century pottery 
and traces of a sandstone wall of medieval date (Hannaford, 1993). 
 
The overall impression given by the documentary sources is that there had been a 
significant change in the function of the site by the early 14th century.  From being a 
primarily defensive site in the mid 12th century, the castle at Cleobury appears to have 
developed into a manor house rather than a fortress by c.1300.  Comparisons may be 
drawn with other Marcher castles transformed into manor houses during the late 13th- 
early 14th century, such as the moated enclosure at Court House Farm, Pembridge 
(Herefs.) which, incidentally, was another important residence of the Mortimer family 
(Pembridge Amenity Trust, 2005, 132-33).   
 
A series of narrow strips of land, characteristic of medieval burgage tenement plots, 
aligned N-S and extending to the W of the castle motte towards the junction of Childe 
Road and the High Street would appear to represent evidence of urban expansion 
encroaching within the original castle defences (SMR Ref. MSA 12077).  This urban 
expansion could potentially have occurred as early as the first half of the 14th century, 
when a thriving borough is known to have existed at Cleobury, containing as many as 
102¾ burgages in 1304 (Cal. Inq. P.M., IV, no. 235).  This evidence of urban 
encroachment on the castle defences may also be regarded as an indication that the 
defensive role of the castle had probably ceased by the end of the 13th century. 
 
Later references to the castle site suggest that it had been abandoned by the early 16th 
century.  The Tudor antiquarian John Leland, writing in about 1535-40, describes how 
‘there was a Castle in Cleybyri nighe the Churche by Northe’ and mentions that ‘the plot 
is yet called the Castell Dyke’ (Chandler, 1993, 393).  The name ‘Castle Dyke’ or ‘Castle 
Ditch’ seems to have been used to refer to the site from the 16th century until as late as 
the early 1800s. 
 
The subsequent history of the site during the 16th and 17th centuries is poorly 
documented; however, it appears that there were buildings on the castle site in the mid 
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18th century that were subsequently destroyed by fire in 1775 or 1776, shortly after which 
the site was cleared and partially landscaped for use as a bowling green.  A letter among 
the MSS of the Childe family of Kinlet Hall refers a lease dated 3 March 1759 of ‘Castle 
Ditch’ in Cleobury to one Mr Charles Holland for 21 years at a rent of 6s 6d.  
Significantly, it also mentions that ‘the House at Castle Ditch was burnt down and part 
has been inclosed for a bowling green to wit since Lady Day 1776’ (SRO Ref. 1045/483). 
 
C. Hulbert, in his History & Description of the County of Shropshire (1837) mentions that 
one William Glazett, who was present when the bowling green was established, 
recounted that ‘there were at that period remains of the castle and the walls and 
foundations were then dug up and coins discovered’ and that ‘many houses were partly 
built of stones from the ancient castle’ (Hulbert, 1837, II, 325).  It would appear that there 
was a dwelling house on the site of the castle, possibly incorporating the remains of 
stone-built structures dating from the period of medieval occupation, and the destruction 
of the dwelling by fire was shortly afterwards followed by a wholesale clearance of the 
remaining vestiges of the castle in 1775-76.   
 
Hulbert’s account is supported by a record of payments from William Childe to Charles 
Holland of £2 8s for the delivery of building stone and coping stone to Kinlet Hall 
between March-December 1775 (SRO Ref. 1045/485).  This record is contained in the 
same bundle of papers detailing the destruction of the house at Castle Ditch and the 
subsequent landscaping of the site, which suggests that the stone delivered to Kinlet 
Hall probably represented the remains of the demolished house and the last traces of 
any medieval structures that may have occupied the site.  
 

 
 

Fig. 2: Plan of Cleobury Mortimer from a Terrier of the estates of William Childe (1810) showing the circular motte and surrounding 
enclosure intact 

 (Reproduced courtesy of Shropshire Archives) 
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Archaeological evidence for the destruction of Mr Holland’s house and the subsequent 
landscaping of the castle site was identified during the digging of foundation trenches 
adjacent to No. 3 Castle Hill in 2003 (SMR Ref. ESA 5923).  The uppermost deposit was 
revealed to contain 19th century pottery in a dark soil, beneath which was a layer of 
cobbles and charcoal overlying a reddish soil yielding a number of clay pipes dated to 
c.1660-1720 and several sherds of medieval pottery. 
 
The through nature of the clearance of the castle site, and its conversion to use as an 
arable field is evidenced by a deed of 29 September 1779, by which the executors of 
Charles Meysey conveyed a substantial estate in Cleobury Mortimer to William Childe of 
Kinlet Hall, which included ‘all that piece of arable land commonly called by the name of 
Castle Ditch Close, containing one acre, three roods and two perches’ (SRO Ref. 
1045/464).  Childe subsequently leased the same plot of arable land at Castle Ditch 
Close to one Charles Walcott of Bitterley by a deed dated 24 March 1786 (SRO Ref. 
1045/496).  The usage of Castle Ditch Close appears to have varied throughout the late 
18th and 19th centuries; it is marked as a pasture field on a 1810 terrier of the Childe 
estates in Cleobury Mortimer (SRO Ref. 5587/1) but by the mid 19th century it is said to 
have been ‘ploughed up and planted with potatoes’ (Childe, 1879, 60). 
 

 
 

Fig. 3: Extract from the Cleobury Mortimer tithe map of 1846 showing the castle site as having been built over and divided into 
separate smaller garden enclosures 

(Reproduced courtesy of Shropshire Archives) 

 
The earliest cartographic evidence is a plan of Cleobury Mortimer (Fig. 2) contained in a 
terrier or survey of the estates of William Childe of Kinlet Hall dated 1810 (SRO Ref. 
5587/1) which shows the site, marked as ‘Castle Ditch Close & Bowling Green’, as an 
irregular pentagonal enclosure, bounded to the SE by the churchyard, to the E by the 
lane known as Castle Hill, beyond which are the grounds of the Lacon Childe School, 
founded in 1740 (occupying the area of the outer bailey of the castle), to the N by Back 
Lane (now Childe Road) and to the W by a yard and outbuildings associated with the 
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Talbot Inn.  Within the pentagonal enclosure, the map depicts a roughly circular mound 
with what appears to be a ditch running around the base.   
 
This circular mound and associated enclosure is still shown as intact on the OS 1st 
edition 1-inch map of 1827; however the Cleobury Mortimer tithe map of 1846 reveals 
that significant changes had taken place by that date (Fig. 3).  The outline of the circular 
mound shown on the 1810 and 1827 maps is no longer shown on the 1846 tithe map 
and the pentagonal enclosure is shown as having been divided into several smaller 
rectilinear field enclosures, reflecting the fact that the castle site had been sold off 
piecemeal by the Childe family to various persons at some time between 1810 and 
1846.   
 
The 1846 tithe map shows a pair of semi-detached cottages (which correspond to the 
present day Nos. 3 & 4 Castle Hill) standing on the N edge of a large, roughly 
rectangular enclosure divided into two unequal halves by a boundary running NNW-
SSE.  This large enclosure, as defined on the tithe map, corresponds to the boundaries 
of the present excavation area.  The two cottages and their associated curtilages 
(marked as Nos. 201 & 202 on the tithe map) are described as ‘houses and gardens’ in 
the tithe apportionment and were then in the ownership of Mr. Thomas Pope and 
occupied by two tenants, George Pennington (listed as a tailor in the 1841 census 
returns) and Benjamin Hume.  Immediately to the S of these two properties, the 1846 
map also shows another cottage and garden plot that corresponds with No. 2 Castle Hill. 
 

 
 

Fig. 4: Extract from OS 1st edition 25 inch map of 1883 (Shropshire 80.2) 
(Reproduced courtesy of Shropshire Archives) 

 
Comparison between the 1846 tithe map and the OS 1st edition 25 inch-map of 1883 
(Shropshire 80.2) shows that a number of minor changes had occurred in the vicinity of 
the castle site between 1846 and 1883 (Fig. 4).  The large rectilinear enclosure depicted 
in the 1846 map is still shown as intact on the OS map of 1883; however the boundary 
dividing the enclosure into two separate plots appears to have been removed by the 
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early 1880s.  The site of the castle is marked with a cross within the centre of the 
enclosure.  
 
The S and E edges of the enclosure are shown as heavily planted with deciduous trees 
and a footpath is delineated running ENE-WSW from Castle Hill across the enclosure 
immediately S of the two cottages, then turning sharply SSW and running down to the 
SW corner.  This footpath depicted on the 1883 map is on the same alignment as the 
existing pathway running immediately N of the excavation area.  The OS 2nd edition 25- 
inch map of 1902 (Fig. 5) and the OS 3rd edition 6-inch map of 1925 show little evidence 
of alteration to the site and its immediate environs since 1883.  A small L-shaped 
structure, possibly a garden shed or outhouse is marked on the 1902 map close to the 
SE corner of the enclosure, but it appears to have vanished by 1925.   
 

 
 

Fig. 5: Extract from OS 2nd edition 25 inch map of 1902 (Shropshire 80.2) 
(Reproduced courtesy of Shropshire Archives)  

 

5. Methodology 
 
The programme of emergency archaeological recording took place between 11th October 
and 16th October 2006.   
 
It should be noted that groundworks had already commenced prior to the arrival of 
Border Archaeology staff on site, involving the removal of a large amount of soil and the 
construction of a series of concrete wall foundations across the site.  Due to this fact, it 
was not possible to obtain a full and accurate record of horizontal deposition across the 
site and no archaeological deposits features or structural remains were visible in plan, 
these having been obliterated by the initial phase of groundworks.  The programme of 
recording was consequently limited to recording those deposits and features visible in 
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section.  Health and safety considerations prevented a complete archaeological record 
of all the visible sections on the site from being made. 
 
Full written, graphic and photographic records were made in accordance with 
archaeological practices set out by the Institute of Field Archaeologists (1994; revised 
2001). A detailed stratigraphic record was made using pro forma record sheets and a 
context numbering system. Any identified archaeological deposits, features and 
structures were drawn in section or elevation at a scale of 1:20 or 1:50. Any significant 
features or structures were recorded at 1:10 in section. All features and structures were 
photographed using 4.2MP digital and 35mm colour and monochrome formats. 
 
A temporary benchmark was established with a value of 133.67m AOD. 

 

6. Archaeological Recording 
 
Note: The recording programme comprised nine individual sections that have been 
arranged chronologically in the order in which they were recorded. 

6.1 Section 1 
 
A total of six contexts were visible within this NW-facing section (Fig. 6; Plate 1), 
extending 4.5m NE-SW, parallel with and 2.5m NW of the southern boundary of the 
property.  The section ran across a slope possibly representing the lower stages of the 
Norman motte, which was subsequently truncated by post-medieval landscaping.  
 
The deposits within the section extended to a maximum visible depth of 1.35m.  The 
uppermost context (001) comprised a friable, dark reddish-brown silty sand, with some 
evidence of root disturbance, containing occasional charcoal flecking and 19th century 
ceramic sherds & CBM fragments. This deposit extended across the section to a 
maximum visible depth of 0.33m and was interpreted as a post-medieval garden soil.   
 

 
 

Fig. 6 Section 1 (NW-facing) showing post-medieval waste pit [005] and rubble deposit (003) 

 
Underlying (001) was (002) a friable reddish-brown silty sand with occasional small 
angular sandstone fragments and charcoal flecking.  No finds were recovered from this 
deposit, which was up to 0.6m thick and extended across the entire section to a depth of 
0.93m below the existing ground level. (002) appeared to represent a further 
accumulation of post-medieval garden soil, contemporary with the landscaping of the 
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site in the late 18th century and its subsequent use for small-scale cultivation. These two 
deposits correspond with the upper deposits identified in Trench A during the evaluation 
carried out by Border Archaeology in March 2002. 
 
Underlying (001) and cutting into (002) was a U-shaped cut with a sharp break of slope 
at the top and sloping sides breaking gradually to a concave base [005]. This was filled 
by a moderately compacted dark greyish-brown sandy clay with moderate charcoal 
flecking and occasional small angular stones & Fe fragments (006).  From the quantity of 
charcoal, stone and Fe fragments contained in its fill, it would appear that [005] was a 
small waste pit (visible dimensions 0.66m × 0.3m), possibly associated with post-
medieval garden cultivation. 
 

 
 

Plate 1: View looking SW showing Section 1 with rubble deposit (003) at SW end 

 
Beneath (002) and extending SW from the NE end of the section was a layer of compact 
grey sandstone rubble within a greyish-brown silty sand matrix, at least 0.45m in 
thickness, with traces of degraded yellow sandstone (003) (Plate 2).  This deposit 
extended approximately 1.8m NE from the SW end of the section and was provisionally 
interpreted as a rubble layer that could have formed part of a stone revetment wall 
constructed around the motte.  It was quite common to strengthen a motte by 
constructing a revetment wall of turf, timber and stone panels, as at Goltho, in 
Lincolnshire, raised c. 1080 (Kenyon, 1990, 11).   
 
Alternatively, (003) may have been debris from a demolished structure on or adjacent to 
the motte, which was subsequently incorporated into the mound, possibly as part of the 
extensive landscaping activity that occurred during the late 18th century.  Whatever the 
case, the deposition of (003) would certainly appear to be earlier than the episode 
represented by post-medieval pit [005].   Underlying (003) was a firm reddish-brown 
sandy clay (004) extending to a visible depth of 0.08m and disappearing beneath the 
base of the baulk. 
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Plate 2: View looking SE showing sandstone rubble deposit (003) in Section 1 

 

6.2 Section 2 

 

 
 
Fig. 7: Section 2 (SW-facing) showing post-medieval garden soils (001) and (002) overlying series of clayey and stony deposits 

probably associated with the construction or consolidation of the motte 

 
 
Section 2 was located at a sharp right angle to the NE end of Section 1, facing SW and 
extending SE-NW down a moderate slope for a distance of 4.75m and to a maximum 
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depth of 2.7m.  A total of six contexts were recorded within this section, the uppermost of 
which was post-medieval garden soil (001), its depth varying across the section.   
 
Underlying (001) was (002), beneath which was (007), a friable yellowish-brown silty 
clay up to 0.4m in thickness with occasional small angular stones extending 2.6m from 
the SE end of the section. No finds were recovered from this deposit, which was 
interpreted as redeposited natural associated either with the construction or 
consolidation of the mound. 
 

 
 

Plate 2: View looking NE showing stony deposits in Section 2 (SW-facing section) 

 
Underlying (007) was a friable mid-greyish brown silty sand with frequent small to 
medium angular sandstone fragments (008). This deposit extended some 3.4m from the 
SE end of the section, lensing to the NW, and was up to 0.65m in thickness.  No finds 
were recovered from (008), which was probably deposited to give the mound structural 
stability.   
 
Underlying (008) was a substantial layer of friable light reddish-brown silty sand with 
occasional small stone fragments and charcoal flecking and evidence of root disturbance 
(009), extending across the entire section. The deposit measured up to 1.1m thick at the 
NW end of the section narrowing to 0.4m at the SE.  Underlying (009) was a strongly 
cemented natural yellow sandstone (010) extending to a maximum visible depth of 
0.31m and disappearing beneath the base of the baulk. 

6.3 Section 3 
 
This NW-facing section was recorded within a modern foundation trench located about 
1m NW of (and below) Section 1 and immediately below the lowest deposit visible in that 
section.  It started approximately 0.9m in from the SE end of Section 2 and extended 
5.2m NE-SW to a maximum depth of 1.6m.  This section ran across the lowest part of 
the slope that appeared to represent the lowest stages of the medieval castle motte. 
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A total of six contexts were recorded within this section, the uppermost being a modern 
concrete plinth (011), recently laid as part of a building foundation extending across the 
entire section to a maximum depth of 0.36m.   
 
Underlying (011) was a compact reddish-brown silty sand containing frequent small to 
medium angular yellow sandstone fragments (012), which extended 4.3m from the SW 
end of the section to a maximum thickness of 0.4m, gradually diminishing towards the 
NE.   No finds were recovered from this stony deposit, which was interpreted as a 
structural deposit presumably connected either with the construction or consolidation of 
the motte during the medieval period.   

 

 
 

Fig. 8:  Section 3 (NW-facing) 

 

 
 

Plate 3: View looking SW showing Section 3 
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Underlying both (011) and (012) was (004), which extended 1.85m from the NE end of 
the section and measured up to 0.25m in thickness.  No finds were recovered from (004) 
which also appeared to be redeposited natural, presumably associated either with the 
construction or consolidation of the mound structure.   
 
Beneath (004) and (012) was (007), which extended across the section to a maximum 
thickness of 0.45m.  Underlying (007) was (008), measuring 0.10-0.35m in thickness, 
and beneath (008) was a substantial 0.4-0.8m thick deposit of (009). 
 

6.4 Section 4 
 
This section (facing WSW) was recorded within a section of foundation trenching which 
extended NNW-SSE from the SW end of Section 3 for approximately 1.75m and to a 
maximum depth of 1.3m.  A total of four contexts were recorded, the uppermost of which 
was (012).  Underlying this was a sequence of deposits identical to those observed in 
Section 3, consisting of (007), which extended across the section to a maximum 
thickness of 0.45m, overlying (008) (0.1-0.35m thick), which overlay (009) (0.4-0.8m 
thick). 
 

 
 

Fig. 9: Section 4 (WSW facing) 
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Plate 4: View looking ENE showing Section 4 

6.5 Section 5 
 
This NW-facing section extended NE-SW for approximately 20m to a depth of 2m, along 
the SE boundary of the development area (Fig. 10).  Due to health and safety 
considerations it was only possible to record a limited part of this section, measuring 
9.5m in length.  A total of 11 contexts were recorded, the uppermost being post-
medieval garden soil (001) underlying which were a sequence of compact, inclined silty 
sand and rubble deposits, tipping from NE-SW, these being (014), (015), (016), (017), 
(018) (019) and (020).  These appeared to be redeposited natural associated with the 
original construction and / or subsequent consolidation of the motte, probably dating 
from the medieval period.   These deposits would probably have come from material 
excavated from the outer ditch surrounding the motte. 
 

 
 
Fig. 10: Section 5 (NW-facing) showing series of tipping deposits inclined NE-SW associated with the construction or consolidation 

of the medieval castle motte 
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Plate 5: View looking SE showing NW-facing Section 5 with series of tipping deposits relating to the construction or consolidation of 

the medieval motte 

 
Unfortunately, no artefactual evidence was recovered from these tipping deposits that 
might have helped to establish whether they represented a single phase of deposition or 
several phases of activity.  The complete lack of any finds recovered from these deposits 
might suggest they were deposited in one phase but it is also possible that a significant 
quantity of artefacts could have been lost during the initial phase of recent groundworks.  
The visual evidence plausibly suggests that the motte may have been consolidated and 
raised in stages over an extended period rather than being the result of a single 
construction event. 
 
The tipping deposits exposed in this section provided the opportunity to examine the 
construction of a Norman motte in some detail and may be compared with deposits 
revealed in section during the excavation of other mottes, such as Tomen Llansanffraid, 
near Rhayader, where a complex sequence of construction was revealed consisting of a 
preliminary mound overlaid with a turf ‘consolidating course’ and subsequently raised 
further with successive layers of clayey soil and gravel (Kenyon, 1990, 10; Musson & 
Cain, 1982, 41).  A similar series of tipping deposits was also noted during excavations 
carried out in 1982 on the rampart of the inner bailey at Kilpeck Castle (Shoesmith, 
1992, 174-77). 
 
Underlying (020), the lowest of these tipping deposits, was (023), a compact orangey-
red sand with no stone or gravel inclusions.  This deposit measured 4.9m in length and 
1.9m thick and was interpreted as natural deposition. 
 
Evidence of modern intrusion was identified in the form of [021], the U-shaped cut of a 
modern water pipe trench, which was filled by (022), consisting of a soft dark brown silty 
clay with occasional small angular stones and CBM fragments.   



No. 4 Castle Hill Cleobury Mortimer Shropshire 
 

 

BA0626ICM  Emergency Archaeological Recording 

November 2006  Page 20 

 
 
Plate 6: View of Section 5 looking E showing series of tipping deposits associated with original construction and/or consolidation of 

the castle motte 

 
  

6.6 Section 6 
 

 
 

Fig.11: Section 6 (SSW-facing) showing post-medieval garden soil (001) overlying post-medieval garden soil & domestic debris 
deposit (024) 

 

This WSW-facing section (Fig. 11) extended NNW-SSE from the footpath leading to No. 
4 Castle Hill, approximately 6m NE of the house itself.  The section measured 2.28m in 
length and 0.6m deep and revealed two contexts, the uppermost of which consisted of 
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post-medieval garden soil (001) extending across the entire section to a thickness of 
approximately 0.25-0.3m (Plate 7).   
 

 
 
Plate 7: View looking NNE showing Section 6 consisting of post-medieval garden soil (001) overlying post-medieval garden soil & 

domestic debris deposit (024) 

 
Underlying (001) and extending across the whole section was (024), a firm orangey-
brown sandy clay with moderate charcoal flecking, which extended to a visible depth of 
0.3m across the section.  This deposit contained moderate quantities of CBM that 
appeared largely to be of late 18th or 19th century date, together with sherds of 19th 
century transfer ware.  This appeared to be a layer of garden soil and domestic debris, 
probably postdating the clearance of the site in 1776 and associated with the adjacent 
cottages at Nos. 3 & 4 Castle Hill, which can be shown from cartographic evidence to 
have been built between 1827 and 1846. 

6.7 Section 7 
 

 
 

Fig. 12: Section 7 (SE-Facing) 

 
This SE-facing section (Fig. 12) extended SW-NE at right angles to the SSE end of 
Section 6, running parallel to and 3m SE of the footpath leading from the road to No. 4 
Castle Hill.  The section measured 2.8m in length and 0.3m deep and comprised two 
contexts identical to those encountered in Section 6. 
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6.8 Section 8 
 

 
 

Fig. 13 Section 8 (SE-facing) 

 
Two contexts were identified, identical to those encountered in Section 6 & Section 7, 
within this SE-facing section (Fig. 13), which extended SW-NE on the same alignment 
as the previous section for 2.85m and to a visible depth of 0.2-0.3m.  

6.9 Section 9 
 

 
 

Fig. 14: Section 9 (SW-facing) 

 
This shallow SW-facing section represented a direct continuation of Section 2, extending 
SE-NW down a very slight slope, parallel with the E boundary of the site, for an 
approximate distance of 9m and to a maximum depth of 0.65m.  A total of four contexts 
were identified within this section, the uppermost being (001), the depth of which varied 
across the section to a maximum of 0.55m, some 2.8m from the NW end of the section, 
gradually petering out towards the SE (Plate 8).  
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Plate 8: View looking NE showing Section 9 (SW facing) 

 
Underlying (001) was an undulating layer of (009), with evidence of root disturbance, 
which extended approximately 2.6m from the SE end of the section.  Its depth across the 
section also varied considerably from a maximum visible depth of 0.4m at the SE end of 
the section to 0.05m.   Extending for a length of 0.9m from the SE end of the section and 
underlying (009) was the strongly cemented natural yellow sandstone (010), 0.03m in 
depth, which was visible also in Section 2.   
 
Underlying both (001) and (009) was (024), which extended to a visible depth of 0.1-
0.15m across the section.  This deposit contained moderate quantities of CBM that 
appeared largely to be of late 18th or 19th century date, together with sherds of 19th 
century blue and white transfer ware and china and a single clay pipe stem of probable 
19th century date.   
 

7. Conclusion 
 
A documentary survey of the site at No. 4 Castle Hill, Cleobury Mortimer, which 
incorporates part of the site of a Norman motte and bailey castle, has identified evidence 
of early occupation in the vicinity of the site dating back to well before the Norman 
Conquest.  
 

• The existing castle remains were probably built by the Mortimer family in the 
early 12th century and functioned as the administrative centre of the extensive 
Mortimer estates in southern Shropshire.   

 

• The castle was besieged and destroyed by Henry II in 1155, but subsequently 
appears to have been rebuilt (in some form) by 1179.  The lack of any 
documentary references to the castle from c.1200 onwards suggests that its 
defensive role ceased at some point during the 13th century  
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• A number of 14th century surveys and bailiffs accounts for Cleobury Mortimer 
refer only to the buildings of the ‘manor’ of Cleobury and make no reference to a 
castle, suggesting that the former ‘castle’ at Cleobury had been transformed into 
a manor house by c.1300. 

 

• The castle site appears to have largely been abandoned by c.1540; however, a 
number of mid to late 18th century records indicate the presence of a stone built 
house on the site probably incorporating structural remains of medieval date. 

 

• The dwelling at ‘Castle Ditch’ continued to be occupied until 1775-76 when it was 
destroyed by fire, resulting in the site being landscaped and subsequently divided 
into several separate enclosures occupied by cottages and gardens as shown on 
the parish tithe map of 1846. 

 
The programme of emergency recording carried out at Cleobury Mortimer revealed a 
sequence of deposits reflecting the changing usage of the site during the medieval and 
post-medieval periods.   
 

• The uppermost deposits were identified as post-medieval garden soils probably 
contemporary with the sub-division of the castle site into smaller enclosures used 
for gardens and small-scale cultivation, which appears to have occurred during 
the late 18th-early 19th century, following the landscaping of the site which took 
place after 1776.   

 

• Beneath these post-medieval garden soils, a series of silty sand and sandstone 
rubble deposits was encountered, generally interpreted as being associated with 
the construction or subsequent consolidation of the medieval castle motte.  The 
series of tipping deposits revealed in Section 5 afforded the opportunity to 
examine the structure of the motte in some detail. 

 

• A rubble slump identified within Section 1 could possibly relate to the collapse of 
a revetment wall or structure that stood on or adjacent to the motte and was 
subsequently incorporated into the mound itself.   

 

• The complete lack of artefactual evidence within these lower deposits prevents 
the establishment of a detailed chronological phasing for the site, the only 
datable material being a small assemblage of post-medieval ceramic sherds and 
CBM recovered from the uppermost deposits. 

 

8. Copyright 
 
Border Archaeology shall retain full copyright of any commissioned reports, tender 
documents or other project documents, under the Copyright, Designs & Patents Act 
1988 with all rights reserved; excepting that it hereby provides an exclusive licence to 
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11. Appendix 1: Context Register 
 
 
CONTEXT DESCRIPTION 

(001) Friable dark reddish-brown silty sand with occasional charcoal flecking and 
post-medieval ceramic sherds and CBM fragments.  Overlies (002) 

INTERPRETATION: Post-medieval garden topsoil 

(002) Friable reddish-brown silty sand with occasional small angular sandstones 
with occasional charcoal flecking, extending across NE facing section to a 
depth of 0.6m.  Underlies (001). Overlies (003). Cut by [005]. 

INTERPRETATION: Post-medieval garden subsoil 

(003) Compact grey angular sandstone rubble deposit within a greyish-brown 
silty sand matrix, visible thickness 0.45m extending 1.8m across section. 
Underlies (003). Overlies (004) 

INTERPRETATION: Deposit of sandstone rubble associated with motte revetment wall or with 
collapse of stone-built structure which stood on or adjacent to the motte 

(004) Firm reddish-brown sandy clay, 0.08m visible thickness, disappearing into 
base of baulk.  Underlies (003). 

INTERPRETATION: Redeposited natural associated with motte construction 

[005] U-shaped cut visible in section measuring 0.66m × 0.3m, sharp break of 
slope at the top, sloping sides breaking gradually to a concave base.  
Filled by (006). 

INTERPRETATION: Cut of small waste pit of post-medieval date 

(006) Moderately compacted dark greyish-brown sandy clay with occasional 
small angular sandstone fragments and Fe fragments and moderate 
charcoal flecking.  Underlies (001). Fills [005] 

INTERPRETATION: Fill of post-medieval waste pit [005]. 

(007) Friable yellowish-brown silty clay with occasional small angular stones. 
Underlies (001) (002) (012).  Overlies (008). 

INTERPRETATION: Redeposited natural layer associated with construction or subsequent 
consolidation of medieval motte 

(008) Friable mid-greyish brown silty sand with frequent small to medium angular 
sandstone fragments.  Maximum visible depth 0.65m.  Underlies (001), 
(007).  Overlies (009) 

INTERPRETATION: Redeposited natural layer associated with consolidation of castle motte 

(009) Friable light reddish-brown silty sand with occasional small stones and 
charcoal flecking and evidence of root disturbance.  Extending for a 
maximum visible depth of 1.1m across NE- and N-facing section.  
Underlies (008).  Overlies (010). 

INTERPRETATION: Redeposited natural layer associated with construction or subsequent 
consolidation of castle motte 

(010) Strongly cemented yellowish-brown sandstone. Maximum visible depth 
0.31m at base of section.  Underlies (010).  

INTERPRETATION: Natural sandstone 

(011) Indurated grey concrete block, visible dimensions 5.2m × 0.85m × 0.25m. 
Overlies (012) 

INTERPRETATION: Modern concrete foundation plinth 

(012) Compact small to medium angular yellow sandstone deposit within a 
reddish-brown silty sand matrix, visible dimensions 4.3m × 0.4m. Overlies 
(007). Underlies (011). 

INTERPRETATION: Redeposited natural layer associated with construction or subsequent 
consolidation of castle motte 

[013] VOID  
INTERPRETATION: N/A 

(014) Friable reddish-brown silty sand with frequent small angular sandstone 
fragments and occasional charcoal flecking.  Visible dimensions 2.7m × 
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1.1m.  Underlies (001). Overlies (015). 
INTERPRETATION: One of a series of inclined deposits tipping NE-SW associated with the 

original construction or subsequent consolidation of the motte 

(015) Compact layer of reddish sandstone with mottling of yellow / orange sand 
and frequent gravel. Visible dimensions 4m × 0.25m (maximum thickness). 
Underlies (001) & (014).  Overlies (016) & (019) 

INTERPRETATION: One of a series of inclined deposits tipping NE-SW associated with the 
original construction or subsequent consolidation of the motte 

(016) Firm yellowish-brown silty sand with frequent small subangular stones 
within a yellow silty sand matrix.  Visible dimensions 3.05m across section 
× 0.5m maximum thickness. Underlies (001) & (015).  Overlies (017) & 
(019). 

INTERPRETATION: One of a series of inclined deposits tipping NE-SW associated with the 
original construction or subsequent consolidation of the motte 

(017) Firm pinkish-red sandy clay with occasional gravel.  Visible dimensions 
5.4m × 0.4m (maximum thickness) Underlies (016).  Overlies (018) & (019) 

INTERPRETATION: One of a series of inclined deposits tipping NE-SW associated with the 
original construction or subsequent consolidation of the motte 

(018) Loose layer of yellow sandstone with frequent gravel inclusions. Visible 
dimensions 4.45m × 0.25m (maximum thickness).  Underlies (001) & 
(017). Overlies (019) 

INTERPRETATION: One of a series of inclined deposits tipping NE-SW associated with the 
original construction or subsequent consolidation of the motte 

(019) Compact dark reddish- and greyish-brown small & medium angular 
sandstone fragments within a reddish-brown silty sand matrix.  Visible 
dimensions 8.5m × 0.9m. Underlies (001) (015) (016) (017) & (018).  
Overlies (020) 

INTERPRETATION: Substantial stony layer forming one of a series of inclined deposits tipping 
NE-SW associated with the original construction or subsequent 
consolidation of the motte 

(020) Compact layer of yellow sand with orange banding and occasional gravel. 
Visible dimensions 7m × 0.85m. Underlies (019).  Overlies (023).  Cut by 
[021]. 

INTERPRETATION: Redeposited natural forming one of a series of inclined deposits tipping 
NE-SW associated with the original construction or subsequent 
consolidation of the motte 

[021] U-shaped cut measuring 0.2m × 1.2m with sharp break of slope at top and 
steep, straight sides with a rounded base, break of slope at base 
unknown.  Underlies (001). Filled by (022). Cuts (020) and (023) 

INTERPRETATION: Cut for modern water pipe trench 

(022) Soft mid brown silty clay with occasional small angular stones and CBM.  
Visible dimensions 0.3m × 1.2m.  Fills [021] 

INTERPRETATION: Fill of modern water pipe trench 

(023) Compact orangey-red sand with no inclusions.  Visible dimensions 4.9m × 
1.9m (maximum thickness).  Underlies (020).  Cut by [021]. 

INTERPRETATION Natural deposit 

(024) Firm orangey-brown sandy clay with moderate charcoal flecking, which 
extended to a visible depth of 0.3m across the section, containing 
moderate quantities of CBM, together with sherds of C19 blue and white 
transfer ware and china and a single clay pipe stem of C19 date.  
Underlies (001) & (009) 

INTERPRETATION Layer of post-medieval garden soil & domestic debris 

 



 
 
 
Fig. 15: Plan showing extent of emergency archaeological recording programme
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