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Fig. 1 . General Plan. 



EXCAVATIONS AT A MOATED SITE 
AT SAPCOTE, 1958 

by 

P. V. Addyman 

Excavations were undertaken by the Ministry of Works under the supervision 
of the writer on part of a moated site, scheduled as an ancient momiment, at 
Sapcote. The work, which was carried out during two weeks of September 
1958, followed an application by the Sapcote Playing Fields Trustees to level 
part of the site. 

THE SITE 

Sapcote is a village some four miles E. of Hinckley and ten miles S.W. 
of Lekester. It is situated on a slight eminence on the N. side of the vale 
of the River Soar. The moated enclosure under discussion is one of three 
related sites which lie on ground gently sloping up to the village from the W. 
Church St. runs along the crest of this slope to All Saints' church at its S. 
end. An open area called Toot Hill Close (Fig. 1), now a children's 
playing field, fronts on to Church St. This is bounded on its S. side by a 
partially-filled dry moat, and contains irregularities which suggest buildings 
at its E. end. The same complex probably continues in the gardens and field 
to the N., where the ground falls away. This field was formerly bounded 
at its W. end by "a bank 25 ft. on the scarp"' which was, however, destroyed 
by the construction of a small factory during World War II. Adjacent to 
these fields on the W. is the site of the present excavations2 known as Park 
Close or The Noble Park, and designated by the Ordnance Survey Site of 
Castle. Within this field is a well-developed dry moat with low internal 
and external banks forming three sides of a quadrilateral with the Toot Hill 
complex as its fourth side. It is probable that the S. side originally linked 
straight up with the moat on the S. side of Toot Hill, while the N. side may 
have run into the feature destroyed by the factory. A second smaller moat 
may have existed round the N. and W. sides of the Park Close moat, but it 
now only remains on the W. side. At the W. end of the enclosed area were 
two rectangular embanments surrounding shallow depressions shown during 
the excavations probably to have been fishponds. 

In the fields to the S. of Park Close is a furl1her moated enclosure. Of 
this, the W. side is possibly a continuation of the outer ditch in Park Close 
and is at present being utilised as a hedge di~ch, though of relatively con
siderable size; the S. side is formed by double, but less well developed, 
ditches and banks; and the E. side is in part filled in and in part greatly 
enlarged to form an ornamental pool in the rectory garden. 

It will be observed from the plan (Fig. 1) that the Park Close moats 
and those in the field to the S. cut through ridge-and-furrow surface 
formation of the type which has come to be regarded as a characteristic 
remnant of the open field system. 
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PREVIOUS REFERENCES 

Park Close and Toot Hill, because of their size and presumed association 
with the well-known local family, the Bassets, have always attracted the 
attention of local historians. Throsby mentions that the moats were being 
filled up in his timeJ and Nichols4 records that "the site of a castle said to 
have been that of the Bassets is still discernible; and the mount, on which 
the keep stood, in the next adjoining close, called Toot Hill Close, and which 
must have commanded an extensive prospect every way before the town 
was built, was levelled, a few years after the enclosure" (1778). 

The Rev. H. Whitley notes that the "adjoining spots still retain the names 
o.f the Dovecote, the Fishponds, the Park etc. "s The Dovecote mentioned 
was apparently on the site of the aforementioned factory. From Nichols's 
description, tl1e position of the castle could be interpreted as being either 
S. o.f Toot HiU Close, or W. of it. It is apparently the latter alternative which 
led to the Ordnance Survey's siring of the castle, while cli.e former perhaps 
influenced Mr. J. R. Abbott's siring o.f it6 in the rectory garden. His 
observations were made when a main sewer was laid across the centre of the 
Park Close moat from the N.W. corner. This operation revealed no 
structures within the enclosure; the ditch "showed no traces of silting and 
the four feet o.f filling seemed to be homogeneous throughout". 

Land deeds7 which date from 1729 onwards deal with Park Close and 
Toot Hill Close together and refer to them as Park Close, the Park, the Noble 
Park or Brown's Close, and as Toot Hill Close. Within the joint acreage 
they note Fishing Ponds, Pools and Moats. These are referred to in the 
nineteenth-century deeds as "anciently filled in". Evidence o.f this filling 
was found during excavation. 

During the erection of the present swings in Toot Hill Close a wide
spread rubble layer was encountered. 

THE EXCAVATIONS 

Only the N. side of the Park Close moat was threatened with destruction 
in 1958, and consequently excavations were concentrated there. Sub
sequently, however, the Trustees applied fm permission to level the W. side 
and the fishponds. In addition both the outer moat in Park Close and a small 
part of the Toot Hill area may be threatened by various building proposals. 

To establish whether structures were present in the area of the inner 
bank, trenches were cut through its tail in four places (Fig. 1 A, B, C, E). 
In each case about I ft. 6 in. of fine dark sandy soil was found, covered by 
a layer of orange-brown clayey soil forming the bank. The dark soil, lying 
directly on the natural clay (Keuper Marl), was presumably the ancient 
topsoil. Undulations in it could be correlated with the ridge-and-furrow 
elsewhere seen to disappear under the bank. One of these trenches was 
extended across the main moat and outer bank (Figs. r and 2, D-E). · 
The main moat was of a maximum depth of 9 ft. below the present top of 
the banks. Its flat bottom followed the top of a natural layer of grey 
day. The sides, cut through reddish sand, were unstable, and . the primary 
silting consisted of major slips o.f the side. The intended profile could not 
therefore be established. The bottom 2 ft. 6 in. of the filling was of inter-



PLATE I 

(a) W. side of main moat from S. 

(b) Main moat section looking S. 
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leaved layers of dark blue-grey sandy clay, and black material containing 
organic remains, branches (some cut with an axe), leaves, etc., preserved by 
die wet conditions. Above this was 2 ft. 6 in. of fairly clean orange-brown 
clay. Since all levels but the lowest few inches produced eighteenth-century 
pottery, this layer may, perhaps,, be taken to represent the filling-in of the 
moats referred to in the land deeds. Cut into the subsoil under the outer 
bank was a shallow trench filled in the first place with stiff yellow day and 
cobbles, covered by the dark soil presumed to be the ancient topsoil. This 
was covered by a thin layer of day, then a further layer of dark soil. Above 
this the bank was constructed of red-brown clay as with the inner bank. 
The trench, possibly a drainage gully or connected with some structure, lay 
at a slight angle to the moat, and had presumably gone out of use some time 
before the moa,t's construction, allowing the topsoil to accumulate. It 
remained, however, as a slight depression which was filled with topsoil 
initially removed from the site of the moat. The small amount of pottery 
found in the gully, probably of early thirteenth-century date (Fig. 3 and 
pp. 4-5), could therefore antedate the moat very considerably. 

The N. side of the moat came to an abrupt end against the E. hedge 
of Park Close. A longitudinal trench into the end showed that the moat 
had originally continued, perha,ps into the destroyed feature under the 
factory. At some period it had been blocked with mixed brown-grey clay 
containing bones and small sherds of medieval type. The grey clay and 
black silting came to an end against the blocking (Fig. 2). Both blocking 
and silting were covered with a filling layer of brown clay producing 
eighteenth-century material, and presumably again the systematic filling 
referred to above. The blocking thus antedates the filling, and may have 
taken place during the use of the moat. Lack of surfacing suggests it was 
not a causeway; since the moats were at times wet, it may have controlled 
relative water levels in the two features. 

Excavations in the more northerly of the two rectangular features in the 
Park Close moat (Figs. I and 2, G) showed that again the banks were 
of clay over dark sandy soil, which here contained abraded Roman sherds. 
The bottom of the feature was flat and the filling was of horizontal layers 
of homogeneous day of differing orange-brown and grey colours. These 
could well have been deposited through standing water. The sides of the 
feature had been breached in recent times to lay land drains from the rest of 
the enclosure and into the main moat. The feature was thus probably 
originaily continuously banked as is its southerly neighbour. In view of 
their size, shape and evidently wate:r-filled coodition, both features are 
probably to be identified as the fishponds referred to in the land deeds. 

t ) 

) 
Fig. 3. Pottery. (¼) 

Pottery. Very little pottery was found. A few sherds from the gully 
under the main outer bank of the moat seem to compare broadly in ware 
with local products of the first half of the thirteenth centmy. A sherd of 
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similar ware was also found in the original blocking of the main moat. The 
levels of intentional filling produced small sherds of well-fired wares with 
high quality brown glazes in variety, mostly typical of the eighteenth 
century. 

I. (Fig. 3.) Rim and body of shallow bowl, diam. c. 14.5 in. in grey 
ware with light red surfaces, and tempering of small grits. The surface is 
perhaps slightly mica-dusted. The rim is beaded and slightly undercut. 
From the gully. A similar bowl from Brandon Castle, Warws.,8 but with 
a combed decoration on the rim, is dated to the first half of the thirteenth 
century. 

2. Small sherd of similar ware with wavy combed decoration. From 
the gully. 

3. Sherd of similar but coarser ware without mica. Grass-marked 
exterior. From the gully. 

Bones. The medieval layers produced horse, pig and bird bones. The 
eighteenth-century material comprised sheep, pig, ox and horse. 

CONCLUSIONS 

The excavations confirmed that the moated site at Park Close had never 
been the site of permanent buildings, and certainly not of the medieval 
castle. This presumably lies at the E. end of Toot Hill Close where traces 
of buildings occur and a motte is known to have existed until the eighteenth 
century, as indeed the name suggests. The Park Close moat, which was dug 
later, possibly much later, than the early thirteenth century, is presumably 
an adjunct to the main complex, though its purpose remains obscure. It 
seems to have been entered only from the Toot Hill area. At its W. end 
are two fish ponds. Adjacent to it on the S. is a further, but less well defined, 
moated enclosure of which the rectory garden moat is probably a part. Both 
succeed open fields, the ridges and furrows of whioh have never been 
levelled within them. 

The possibility that the moats are post-medieval features, though 
unlikely, should not be disregarded. 

Although somewhat similar moats with internal banks exist in the area, 
it has been pertinently remarked by T. L. Jones in a recent discuS!Sion of 
some of them9 that "until more evidence has been obtained by excavation 
throughout the Midlands comparisons of superficially similar sites can serve 
no useful purpose". 

NOTES 
1 . V.C.H. Leics., i. 253. 
2 . Grid reference SP 487934. 
3. Information from V.C.H. Leics., i. 253, where no reference is, however, given. 

Possible confusion with Throsby. 
4. Nichols, History and Antiquities of Leics. (1795~1815), iv. 898. 
5. H. Whitley, History of the Parish of Sapcote (1853), 10. 
6. Trans . Leics. Arch. Soc., xxix. 80: 
7. I am grateful to the Sapcote Playing Fields Trustees for enabling me to see 

these deeds. Thanks are also due to them, to Mr. T. A. Walden and 
Mr. D. T .-D. Clarke of the Leicester Museums, and to Miss J. Smalley, for 
help in various ways. 

8. Birmingham Arch Soc. Trans., lxxiii. 77, Fig. 7, K14. 
9. Ibid., lxxi. 91. 


