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SUMMARY

Oxford Archaeology North (OA North) was commissioned by Fish Associates Ltd, on
behalf of Mr David Mook, to undertake an archaeological watching brief during
ground works for the construction of a three-bay garage, with buildings for a biomass
boiler, within the grounds of Willot Hall, Prestbury, Cheshire (NGR SJ 8888 8024).
The hall is a Grade II* listed building (2/223; CHER 1504/1) of medieval origin,
being a fifteenth century timber-framed hall encased in stone during the seventeenth
century. It was further extended in the seventeenth century, and again in the early
twentieth century. Consequently, it was anticipated that earthmoving activities
associated with the construction may impact on deposits associated with earlier
activity on the site. Therefore, an archaeological condition was imposed on the
planning permission (ref 08/2104P) for the groundworks to be undertaken under
permanent archaeological presence. A detailed specification was issued by the
Development Control Archaeologist (DCA) for Cheshire Shared Services for a
watching brief, which was adhered to during fieldwork undertaken on 28th and 29th
November 2011.

The groundworks revealed three brick-built structures of late nineteenth century to
early twentieth century in date. Two of them were hardstandings, possibly associated
with the greenhouses that formally existed in this part of the garden, while the third
structure was a set of steps leading up from the grounds into an area that was formally
part of the manor hall grounds.

No significant archaeological remains or deposits were revealed during the watching
brief, and so no further work is required during the construction of the three-bay
garage. However, given the significance of the hall and the archaeological potential it
is recommended that any additional intrusive work or disturbance within the grounds
would require an archaeological investigation.
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1. INTRODUCTION

1.1 CIRCUMSTANCES OF THE PROJECT

1.1.1 Mr David Mook commissioned Oxford Archaeology North (OA North) to
undertake a programme of archaeological monitoring during groundworks
associated with the construction of a three-bay garage block, with buildings
for a biomass boiler at Willot Hall, Wilmslow Road, Prestbury, Cheshire.

1.1.2 Willot Hall is a Grade II* listed building (LB no 2/223) of medieval origin,
and is recorded on the Cheshire Historic Environment Record (CHER
1504/1). It is therefore of archaeological significance, with the potential for
earlier archaeological remains to be disturbed during the groundworks.
Consequently, an archaeological watching brief was required as a planning
condition (ref 08/2104P). The work was carried out over two days on 28th
and 29th November 2011, and the following report summarises the results of
the fieldwork.

1.2 LOCATION, TOPOGRAPHY AND GEOLOGY

1.2.1 The site is located approximately 9km to the north-west of Macclesfield, and
1km to the south-east of the village of Newton, to the south of Wilmslow
Road, Prestbury, Cheshire (NGR centred SJ 8888 8024; Fig 1). The
development is situated within the grounds of Willot Hall, south of the large
manor house, and adjacent to the existing barn (Fig 2; Plate 1). The grounds
have been extensively landscaped, and lead on to open fields to the south and
west of the site.

1.2.2 The underlying geology of the area is reddish-pink Triassic sandstone,
overlain by glacial deposits, largely consisting of boulder clay, with local
deposits of silt, peat, sand and gravels (Countryside Commission 1998).

1.3 HISTORICAL AND ARCHAEOLOGICAL BACKGROUND

1.3.1 The following background information is a summary of the information
provided by English Heritage (britishlistedbuildings.co.uk/en-413844-willot-
hall-prestbury; list.english-heritage.org.uk), and the Cheshire HER
(heritagegateway.org.uk). No previous archaeological interventions have
been recorded within the grounds of Willot Hall.

1.3.2 Willot Hall is a Grade II* listed building built in the fifteenth century. It was
originally a medieval timber-framed hall, converted to a farmhouse, and now
a private residence. It underwent extensive renovation in the seventeenth
century when it was encased in stone, along with repairs and brick additions
of a service wing in the late seventeenth century. The building underwent a
major restoration, with extension of the solar, in 1939. The current building
consists of sandstone rubble and brick, with a stone-slate roof. The interior
plan of the hall, solar and the passageways survive, and the medieval hall has
been re-opened to the roof (ibid).
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Plate 1: View of the facade of Willot Hall, showing the varying phases of
construction
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2. METHODOLOGY

2.1 PROJECT SPECIFICATION

2.1.1 A formal specification for an archaeological watching brief was produced by
Mark Leah, the Development Control Archaeologist (DCA), Cheshire Shared
Services (Appendix 1), the methodology of which was adhered to in full. The
work was consistent with the current standards and procedures of the Institute
for Archaeologists (IfA 2008a; 2011) and English Heritage (1991), and
generally accepted best practice.

2.2 FIELDWORK

2.2.1 The site was excavated by a seven ton 360° mechanical excavator fitted with a
1m wide, toothless ditching bucket, under the constant supervision of an
archaeologist. The trench was excavated in spits to a maximum depth of 1m at
the southern end, whilst gradually getting shallower at the northern end due to
the current ground level sloping towards the manor house. All material was
taken away from the site by a front-loading dumper.

2.2.2 All deposits observed during the watching brief were recorded on pro forma
sheets produced by OA North, and a plan of the excavated area was illustrated
at an appropriate scale. Digital photographs were taken for reference purposes.

2.3 FINDS

2.3.1 The recovery of finds and sampling programmes were in accordance with
current best practice and subject to appropriate expert advice. Handling of
finds, their management and storage during and after fieldwork followed
professional guidelines (IfA 2008c; UKIC 1984 and 1998). All artefacts
recovered from the evaluation trenches were retained for assessment.

2.4 ARCHIVE

2.4.1 A full and professional archive has been compiled in accordance with the
current IfA (2008b) and English Heritage guidelines (1991). The original
record archive will be deposited with the Cheshire Archives, and a copy of the
report will be submitted to Cheshire East County Council and HER. An
OASIS (Online Access to the Index of Archaeological Investigations) form
will also be submitted.
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3. WATCHING BRIEF RESULTS

3.1 INTRODUCTION

3.1.1 The following provides a detailed summary of the deposits and the results of
the archaeological watching brief. A list of contexts has been provided in
Appendix 2, and the finds are described in detail in Appendix 3.

3.2 FIELDWORK

3.2.1 The area of groundworks measured 16.5m by 17.7m. It was covered in a dark
brown silty topsoil, 1, with a thickness of up to 0.45m, containing
approximately 5% well-rounded stones and large amounts of tree roots from
the clearance of the pine trees before the general groundworks commenced.
This topsoil deposit overlay a layer of demolition material, 2, which consisted
primarily of discarded coke and 10% crushed brick. This in turn sealed the
natural geology, 3, a combination of orange-yellow sands and brownish-
yellow boulder clay.

Plate 2: View northwards across the excavated area

3.2.2 In total, three structures were revealed during excavations, 4, 5 and 8 (Fig 2).
Structure 4 was the remains of a hardstanding made up of red unfrogged
bricks, each measuring 240mm by 110mm by 70mm. It was bonded with a
dark yellow sand mortar, with a dark grey flagstone floor (Plate 3). The
structure was almost square in shape, measuring 1.3m by 1.25m, and only
three courses high, built directly onto the natural sands, 3.
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Plate 3: Structure 4, facing west

3.2.3 Structure 5 was almost identical to structure 4, made of red unfrogged bricks
of the same dimensions (Plate 4). However, this structure only had two courses
surviving and did not have a flagstone floor. It measured 1.3m x 1.4m, and was
positioned 5.8m to the west of structure 4, and parallel with it. There was evidence for
a construction cut into the natural geology, 3, for structure 5, and the surrounding
backfill, 7, consisted of rubble and coke.

Plate 4: Structure 5, facing north
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3.2.4 Structure 8 was parallel to structures 4 and 5, at a distance of 4.5m east of
structure 4 (Fig 2). It measured 1.1m x 1.35m, and was constructed with red
unfrogged bricks measuring 240mm by 110mm by 70mm, and bonded with a dark
yellow sand mortar (Plate 5). This structure butted against the eastern banked area of
the site, with only five courses remaining, and against large rounded revetment stones
in the embankment behind.

Plate 5: Structure 8, facing east

3.3 FINDS

3.3.1 In all, 27 fragments of artefacts and ecofacts were recovered during the
investigation. Their distribution is shown below (Table 1). All were relatively
well-preserved, with little abrasion. The majority of the finds were pottery,
and in all cases it suggested activity in a period from the mid-nineteenth to the
early twentieth century.

3.3.2 Possibly the earliest fragment of pottery, from the blue-painted shell-edge of a
white earthenware plate, was from structure 8, but it is unlikely to pre-date the
early nineteenth century and is probably more recent. Material from
demolition layer 2 includes transfer-printed white earthenwares, including
fragments of a teacup printed in pink, not widely used for the English market
until the 1880s (Neale 2004), and a plate fragment printed in ‘flow blue’, a
technique introduced after 1830-40 (ibid). The five fragments from the topsoil,
1, represent a single late Industrial Slipware cup or tankard, again dating to the
late nineteenth or early twentieth century.

3.3.3 Two undiagnostic fragments of brick came from the topsoil, 1, along with a
fragment of red-painted concrete, which is undoubtedly of twentieth century
date, as it incorporates small fragments of modern window glass. A single
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bone, from a large, presumably domestic, cat came from demolition layer 2
(identified by A Bates), as did part of a single mussel shell.

.
Context no Pottery CBM Bone Shell Totals

1 5 3 - - 8
2 16 - 1 1 18
8 1 - - - 1

Totals 22 3 1 1 27

Table 1: Distribution of artefacts and ecofacts by context
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4. CONCLUSION

4.1 DISCUSSION

4.1.1 The groundworks carried out within the grounds of Willot Hall for the
construction of the new garage and buildings for a biomass boiler revealed the
remains of three brick-built structures dating to the late nineteenth
century/early twentieth century. All of the structures were revealed below the
rubble deposit, 2, built on top of the natural geology, 3.

4.1.2 Structures 4 and 5 appeared to be hardstandings, and there was no evidence to
indicate that they abutted additional structures, suggesting that they were not
part of a larger building. Structure 8 was a brick-built set of steps situated on
the east side of the site. They were built directly into the bank with large
revetment stones behind. The steps showed no evidence to suggest that they
had been associated with a floor surface or further buildings.

4.1.3 All three structures would appear to be associated with the nineteenth-
twentieth century rear gardens of the hall. No evidence was found within the
excavated area for the presence of activity relating to the earlier use of the hall
or grounds.

4.2 RECOMMENDATIONS

4.2.1 No further work is required in association with this development. However,
given the high archaeological potential of the site, any further groundworks
elsewhere within the grounds will require an archaeological investigation.
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APPENDIX 2: CONTEXT INDEX

Context no Interpretation Description

1 Topsoil Dark-brown silt with 5% well-rounded
stones

2 Demolition layer A dark grey/black deposit made up
primarily of discarded coke with 10%
crushed brick

3 Natural geology A combination of orange-yellow sands
and brownish-yellow boulder clay

4 Structure A red brick-built hardstanding

5 Structure A red brick-built hardstanding

6 Cut for structure 5 Construction cut for the hardstanding

7 Fill of cut 6 Backfill of rubble and coke in between
the structure and the cut.

8 Structure A red brick-built structure, possibly steps
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APPENDIX 3: FINDS CATALOGUE

Context
No

Object
Record
No

Material Type Quantity Description Date

1 1004 Ceramic Vessel 5 Joining fragments of a
blue and white slip-
decorated cup or tankard

Late nineteenth
century or later

1 1005 Ceramic Building
material

3 Two undiagnostic
fragments of brick; one
fragment red-painted
concrete

Nineteenth
century or later

2 1000 Ceramic Vessel 16 Two joining rim
fragments pink transfer-
printed white earthenware
cup; five small fragments
blue transfer-printed
white earthenware; one
fragment flow-blue
transfer-printed white
earthenware; four
fragments plain whiter
earthenware; two
fragments late grey
stoneware, two fragments
red earthenware with
yellow internal slip

Mid-nineteenth
century and
later

2 1001 Bone Animal 1 Cat Not closely
dateable

2 1002 Mollusc Marine 1 Mussel shell Not closely
dateable

8 1003 Ceramic Vessel 1 Small fragment blue
shell-edge rim, white
earthenware

Nineteenth
century or later


