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Introduction 

The Dell at Wightwick Manor (see frontispiece) lies close to the western boundary of Wightwick 

Manor about 20m from Tinacre Hill. 

 

Figure 1 Position of the Dell at Wightwick. 

The Dell is situated on the Woodland Walk and is a roughly circular depression in the ground 

approximately 1.5m below the surrounding soil. The aim is to convert the Dell to a children’s play 

area and Wolverhampton Archaeology Group was asked to investigate it to see if there is any 

significant underlying archaeology and to try to establish why it is there and what it was used for. 

 

In discussion with the staff at Wightwick Manor, it was decided to combine two archaeology visits to 

assess the site with a Family Open day as part of the British Archaeology Week. The first visit was 

rained off but two test pits were dug during the second visit, one at the lowest point in the dell and 

one at the top of a bank made of worked sandstone blocks.  The aim was to see if there were any 

signs of human activity.  The Archaeology day included digging a test pit and a metal detector 

demonstration as well as a WAG information stand situated near the Manor.  There were 5 children 

assigned to dig every half hour during the day and they all took turns at finding coins in the spoil 

heap with the metal detector.  Even the parents enjoyed getting their hands dirty. 
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Figure 2. Fun in the Dell at the Family Open Day. 

We returned during the following weeks to survey the site using EDM prior to drawing a site plan, to 

do a pseudosection across the dell to locate any underground features and to look at sandstone usage 

in the house and gardens. 
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Methods 

Test Pits 

We decided to use test pits to investigate selected areas of the site because they offer a quick method 

for gathering information over a large area about human activity without the need for a protracted 

excavation. The main features are: 

 be one metre square and up to 1 metre deep 

 be closed at the end of the day so there would be no hazard to the public 

 turves are removed and carefully stored so they can be replaced later (not applicable on this 

site which is mainly rough ground). 

 soil is removed 10cm or 20cm at a time and carefully sieved.  

 any finds (pottery, glass, tiles etc) are washed and stored according to their depth 

 digging stops when finds run out or archaeology (building remains) are found 

 the trench is filled in and the turves replaced 

 finds are catalogued according to their depth, dated where possible and presented in tabular 

form. 

A test pit can usually under good conditions be excavated to 1metre and completed within a day. 

Surveying 

The site was surveyed using EDM.  The EDM readings (angle and distance) were converted to 

eastings and northings (relative to the EDM) which were used to draw a site plan centred on the 

EDM. A GPS reading was taken for the position of the EDM.  The latitude and longitude were 

converted to OS eastings and northings using the programme GridInquest and these were used to 

correct the EDM readings so a site plan using Ordnance Survey co-ordinates could be drawn. 

There is a slight error in the GPS readings of a few metres.  Whilst this would be important for 

accurately determining the position of finds for example, it was thought to be perfectly adequate to 

position the Dell on an Ordnance Survey map. 

Pseudosections 

This technique uses a standard resistivity logger to produce a vertical section through the ground and 

is used to detect subsurface features.  Metal probes are placed in the ground one metre apart along 

the line of the section.  The 4 resistivity inputs (2 remote, 2 mobile) are connected to the first 4 

probes and a reading taken.  The inputs are then moved along 1 metre and another reading taken.  

This is repeated until the end of the section is reached.  The whole process is then repeated but with 

increasing spacing between the inputs which increases the depth at which readings are taken. After 6 

such traverses, the results are downloaded into a computer and processed using the Pseudosection 

programme (by MRH). This results in a data file which can be read by RES2DINV (Geotomo 

software, semi demo version), a programme which displays the pseudosection.  
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Results 

Site Plan 

 

Figure 3 Wightwick Dell site plan. 

This site plan shows the perimeter of the Dell, the route taken by the Woodland Walk path, the 

position of the three test pits and the line of the pseudosection. Heights obtained for the perimeter 

and the test puts were used in an Excel spreadsheet to produce a mathematical representation (line of 

best fit) of the topography across the Dell.  
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Pseudosection 

 

Figure 4 Pseudosection across the Dell 

 

Figure 5 Topography of the Pseudosection 
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The RES2DINV pseudosection programme demo version does not take into account of the 

topography of the land, i.e. the surface is assumed to be flat.  Figure 5 shows the actual topography 

of the pseudosection and this should be used to mentally distort the pseudosection in Figure 4.  If this 

is done, the curved yellow and orange bands are straightened  

 

The section shows a high resistance area at 8 metres which corresponds to the stony bank between 

Test Pits 1 and 3, and a low resistance area at 12 metres, but about 1.4metres below the surface.  This 

area was noted to be very wet. This could be due to an aquifer or spring. 

 

Test Pits 

Test pit finds may be found in Appendix A. 

Test Pit 1. This was dug at the lowest point in the Dell. Natural was encountered within 20cm so all 

finds were recorded as one spit.  They consisted of a piece of charcoal, a piece of blue and white 

pottery, two pieces of whiteware, a large portion of a stoneware thick walled mug 6cm diameter and 

a fragment of pipe bowl and stem, both dated from the bore sizes to 1680.  There were also 2 pieces 

of clear glass, thick walled and flat, possibly from a medicine bottle, a nail, a small piece of lead 

sheet and a fragment of roof tile. 

 

Test Pit 2. This was dug at the tip of the west bank to see if there was any structure there. The pit 

was excavated to 90cm and there were no finds. 

 

Test Pit 3.  

This pit was dug by the school children during the Archaeology day. The finds were divided between 

3 spits and the pit was dug to a depth of about 80cm. 

The finds varied from early 17
th

 century pipe stems through modern pottery and a 1950s Schweppes 

ginger beer bottle.  Building and electrical debris were found. Because items appeared to be out of 

context (the Schweppes bottle was found in spit 3) it is suggested that Test pit 3 was the site of a 

building rubbish pit and the items had been brought in from elsewhere and dumped.  It is thought that 

there was no building here because only selected items of building debris were present (there were 

fewer  bricks, mortar and window glass than one might expect). 
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At the bottom of Test pit 3 a slab bounded by sandstone blocks was found. 

 

Figure 6. Stone slab in Test pit 3. 

This may have been part of a path and this raises the question about the items found in the soil above 

it.  As they had no definite context from spit to spit, it is unlikely that they were the remains of a 

building which was demolished at this point but probably formed part of a rubbish tip with debris 

brought in from elsewhere. 
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Discussion 

Archaeology 

The dell forms a roughly circular depression below the surrounding ground.  It is about 20m by 20m 

and has a path which takes a curved route entering at the NE quadrant and leaving at the NW 

quadrant, passing close to Test Pits 1 and 2. The height of the perimeter ranges from 1m in the south 

to 2m above the lowest point and this variation is due to the slope of the surrounding land.  There are 

stony banks to the north and west and a small bank of stones extending from the south between Test 

Pits 1 and 3 (Figure 10). 

 

Figure 7 The Dell, north bank. 
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Figure 8 The Dell, west bank. 

 
 

Figure 9 The Dell, south bank. 

 

 

Figure 10 The Dell, bank of stones. 

The bottom of the Dell and the west bank (Figure 8) are littered with worked sandstone blocks.  The 

north bank consists of larger blocks laid out in rows (Figure 7).  This suggests that the Dell started 

life as a sandstone quarry.   
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Sandstone Quarry 

 

Figure 11 Worked sandstone block 

 

Figure 12 Worked sandstone block 
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Figure 13 Worked sandstone block 

 

Figure 14 Worked sandstone block with chevron decoration 
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Figure 15 Worked sandstone blocks on the west bank 

 

Figures 11 to 14 show some of the sandstone blocks on the floor of the Dell, Figure 15 shows blocks 

on the west bank.  There seems to be no structure here, just a random deposit.  These blocks were of 

varying sizes, the one in Figure 11 was 34cm high, that in Figure 12 was 44cm long and 23 cm wide 

tapering to 12cm. The block in Figure 14 was 49cm long and 23 by 28cm at its flat end.  This block 

showed signs of working, one end was pointed and one face had two chevrons carved on it. 

However, the north bank shows an ordered layout of blocks of a much larger size (Figure 7).  There 

were three rows of blocks spaced far enough apart to act as benches for an audience.  The blocks 

were approximately 60cm long by 20cm wide and 20cm high. This could have been a storage area 

for the quarry and later a seating area. 
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Was there a need for a sandstone quarry? Today, sandstone blocks are much in evidence as dry stone 

walls for the raised flower beds.  These are of a similar size to those found on the floor of the quarry. 

 

Figure 16. Wall of sandstone blocks. 

Were they used in the construction of the Wightwick manors?  Cocking [1] says that the old manor 

dates from the 13
th

 to the 18
th

 centuries and a portion of the former brick house remains. The range 

behind it may have been stables and is built on a sandstone foundation.  We could see no evidence 

for that above ground in the range, but there was evidence for a sandstone block foundation for the 

former brick house. 

 

Figure 17. Sandstone footings for the original house. 
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Mander [2] says that the current house is in the 16
th

 century style with contrasting features: Ryarbon 

brick, tile hanging of Madeley tiles or local red sandstone. In 1893 the east wing was set on a straits 

sandstone plinth course. 

 

Figure 18. Views of the sandstone plinth for the east wing. 

These sandstone blocks were of a similar size to the large blocks found in the quarry i.e. 

approximately 60 by 20 by 20cm. 

Large numbers of sandstone blocks were also used for the garden wall which ran alongside the south 

lawn. 

 

Figure 19. West wall alongside the south lawn. 

There is sufficient evidence to confirm that a source of sandstone blocks was needed and the 

sandstone obtained from the Dell would be a convenient and local supply.  It is possible that the 

current pond being close to the Dell is the site of another quarry.  
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Fernery 

There is no evidence that there was a fernery here but the site is an ideal location for one, also the use 

of the name “Dell” for an old quarry suggests a change in function..  A fernery would have housed 

native ferns, tropical species would need to be enclosed in a purpose built house and no evidence for 

this was found here. Examples of ferneries from the USA and the British Isles given below may give 

an idea of what the Dell would have looked like. 

What is a Fernery? [3] 

 

Written By: Misty Amber Brighton  

Edited By: Allegra J. Lingo  

Copyright Protected: 2003-2012 Conjecture Corporation  

 

“A fernery is a specialty garden where various types of ferns are grown and displayed. It is often an 

indoor area that is mostly shaded, but can also be an outdoor space with filtered sunlight. Although 

the garden normally features ferns, it may also have other plants such as trees. A fern garden can also 

contain other items, such as statues or birdbaths. 

Many times, fern collections are housed indoors where the temperature can be strictly regulated. A 

large fernery might be enclosed in a large structure similar to a greenhouse, but with fewer windows. 

Smaller versions can be found in glass cases, and normally contain smaller varieties of ferns. 

When located outdoors, a fernery normally is located in an area that is partially sunny and partially 

shaded. This is because most types of fern do not do well in full sunlight. A shady area between two 

buildings is usually a good location. Some displays might have a canopy over the top as well. 

Outdoor fern gardens are more common in regions that do not usually see temperatures dip below 

32° F (0° C). 

A fern garden can contain other plants in addition to ferns. Common plans often include ornamental 

grasses, hostas, or flowers. Some of the gardens might have small trees in them as well. This is 

because some species of fern thrive at the base of trees, while others known as tree ferns actually 

grow on the trunk or limbs.” 

 

Ferneries may be found at at 

Ascog Hall, Isle of Bute (fern house) 

Dewstow House, Monmouthshire [4] 

Hartland Abbey and gardens, North Devon. 

Royal Botanic Garden, Edinburgh (fern house) 

Black Pond Farm Snohomish (USA) [5] 

  

http://www.wisegeek.com/what-is-a-fern.htm
http://www.wisegeek.com/what-are-greenhouses.htm
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Figure 20 Fern filled grotto at Dewstow House  
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Figure 21 Fernery at Black Pond Farm, Snohomish. 

Brenda’s design features for a fernery are :- 

stumps covered in moss and ferns 

gravel paths lined in rocks 

raised beds (rock walls)  

a central focal point 

a fairy house made of stone 
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Open Air Theatre 

Is there any evidence that the Dell was used as an open air theatre?  The site itself suggests that this 

could have been the case.  The north bank consists of rows of sandstone blocks spaced so that people 

could comfortably sit on them with a good view to the central flat area of the Dell.   

There are two pieces of evidence that open air theatre may have happened at Wightwick.  In the early 

part of the 20
th

 century, Miss Drew ran the Wightwick home school, a progressive project organised 

on PNEU principles (a code of practice for private schools). Mander [6] also records that Lionel 

Mander aka Miles Mander had a successful career in Hollywood as a film actor, producer and 

novelist between 1918 and 1945.  So there may have been interest in open air theatre at the turn of 

the 20
th

 century. 

 

Conclusion 

The Dell was certainly a sandstone quarry.  Dateable evidence from the Test pit 1 (pipe stems) 

suggests there was human activity from the 17
th

 century, lack of stratigraphy for Test pit 3 (17
th

  

century pipe stems at the same level as modern artefacts) suggests that Test pit 3 was the site of 

building rubbish brought in from elsewhere. There may have been a path at this point but is not 

possible to say what it was for. There is abundant use of sandstone in the old and new houses as well 

as for garden walls and retaining walls for flower beds.  This would have come from a local source 

and the Dell is a good candidate for this. 

There is no hard evidence for a fernery or for an open air theatre.  However, the dell is a good 

candidate for a fernery and, in Victorian times, may have been converted into a fernery to remove the 

eyesore of an abandoned quarry.  The open air theatre is suggested by the arrangement of sandstone 

blocks on the north slope of the Dell looking towards its centre. There would have been room for 

three rows of adults, an ideal size for a family presentation. It is a feature that the private school 

could have used and would have been of interest to Lionel Mander. 

   



WAG Report No 42 A Dell at Wightwick Page 22 

 

References 

1. Cocking, T. The Staffordshire Encyclopaedia, p584. 

2. Mander, CM. Varnished Leaves, p245. The Owlpen Press 2004. ISBN 0-9546056-0-8 

3. http://www.wisegeek.com/what-is-a-fernery.htm 

4. Dewstow House, Monmouthshire  

5. Black Pond Farm Snohomish (USA) 

6. Mander, CM. Varnished Leaves, p262. The Owlpen Press 2004. ISBN 0-9546056-0-8 

 

 

 

Acknowledgements 

Thanks to the staff at Wightwick Manor, especially Lynn Hawthorne the Learning and Visitor 

Experience Coordinator who organised access to the site and developed a programme for the 

archaeology day, also to Janine Young, National Trust Archaeologist for helping with the paperwork 

and obtaining permission from the National Trust to do the work. 

 

WAG members. 

Ann Chadwick   Clive Westwood  

Carole and Peter Griffiths   Dan Morgan  

Eileen Matthews   Jacquie and Kate Madge 

Jan and Martin Holland  Susan Foster 

 

Figures 11 to 15 courtesy of Susan Foster. 

 

Copyright Notice 

The contents of WAG Projects are copyright and may not be copied or stored in an information 

retrieval system without the prior permission of the WAG Chairman. 

 

http://www.wisegeek.com/what-is-a-fernery.htm


WAG Report No 42 A Dell at Wightwick Page 23 

 

Appendix A Test Pit finds 

TP1 
 

S1 
 

TP2 no finds 
 

TP3 
 

S1 S2 S3 
  Pottery 

   
Pottery 

  
Pottery 

      Modern 
   

Modern 
  

Modern 
 

4 1 1 
  Blue&white 1 

 
Blue&white 

 
Blue&white 1 

    White 
 

2 
 

White 
  

White 
 

1 
 

1 
  Stoneware 1 

 
Stoneware 

 
Stoneware 

 
1 1 

  

       
Mottled brownware 1 

   

       
Unknown 

  
2 

   

       
Fine black glazedware 

 
3 

  Bone 
 

1 
 

Bone 
  

Bone 
      Shell 

   
Shell 

  
Shell 

      Charcoal 
 

1 
 

Charcoal 
  

Charcoal 
 

1 
    Pipe 

 
1680 stem Pipe 

  
Pipe 

 
1720 1680-1720 1720 

  

  
1680 bowl 

     
1680-1720 1720 1680-1720 

  

          
1680-1720 fluted bowl, ? Late 18th century 

          
1680-1720 

   Lead 
 

2 clear 
 

Glass 
  

Glass 
 

1 ribbed, 1 brown, 1 corner 4, 1 decorative bow1 1 green bottle fragment 
 Window glass 

  
Window glass 

 
Window glass 1 

    Tile 
 

1 roof 
 

Tile 
  

Tile 
 

1 roof 2 floor 
   Brick 

   
Brick 

  
Brick 

      Mortar 
   

Mortar 
  

Mortar 
 

4 
 

1 
  Plaster 

   
Plaster 

  
Plaster 

      Slag 
   

Slag 
  

Slag 
      Clay 

   
Clay 

  
Clay 

      Iron 
 

1 nail 
 

Iron 
  

Iron 
 

18 nails 1 hook 25cm 2 nails, 2 clips 
  Copper/brass 

  
Copper/brass 

 
Copper/brass 
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TP1 
 

S1 
 

TP2 no finds 
 

TP3 
 

S1 S2 S3 
  Lead 

 
1 sheet 

 
Lead 

  
Lead 

      Other 
   

Other 
  

Other 
 

clay pigeon target ceramic insulator plastic cover labelled 30 AMPS 

         
gutter support bracket 

putty from window 
frame 

1950s Schweppes ginger beer 
bottle 

         
coke moulded stone metal foil 

  

         
coal gutter support bracket coke 

  

         
metal foil 2 milk bottle tops 

   

         
2 milk bottle tops flower pot 

   

         
flower pot 

     

 


