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‘HERE WAS AN ANCIENT CASTLE’: 
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AT GROBY OLD HALL, 
LEICESTERSHIRE
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An archaeological evaluation, undertaken on land at Groby Old Hall, Groby, 
Leicestershire, demonstrated a complex sequence of medieval buildings. The 
initial focus was the defensive motte, keep and bailey ditch, reportedly constructed 
in the late eleventh century and slighted in the late twelfth century. Evidence was 
found for the construction of the keep, and a section was excavated across what 
is likely to have been the bailey ditch. By the fourteenth century (or possibly the 
thirteenth century) occupation had shifted to the south-west, where a number 
of buildings were arranged around a courtyard, with structural evidence from 
the evaluation trenches suggesting at least two phases of construction. These 
buildings were probably dismantled in the late fifteenth or early sixteenth century 
when a new brick manor house, Groby Old Hall, was built to the south-west.

INTRODUCTION

In April 2010 an archaeological evaluation was undertaken by Channel 4’s Time 
Team at the Grade II* listed Groby Old Hall, Groby, Leicestershire (Scheduled 
Ancient Monument (SAM) 10110193 and Listed Building 1074083) (Fig. 1), the 
site of a motte and bailey castle, and a medieval hall and chapel. In addition to 
characterising the site, one of the aims of the evaluation, which comprised geophysical 
survey (ground penetrating radar and resistance survey) and the excavation of eight 
trenches, was to provide information on its phasing and chronology during the early 
and late medieval periods (Wessex Archaeology 2011). 

The site (centred on NGR 452390 307630) is bounded to the north by the A50 
dual carriageway, to the west by the churchyard of St Philip and St James Church, 
to the south by Markfield Road, and to the east by residential properties. In the 
south-western part of the site the ground is fairly level at 95.5–96.0m OD, while 
the motte, the top of which is at 99.75m OD, and associated earthworks occupy 
the north-eastern part. The underlying geology is Edwalton Member (Mudstone), 
although there are outcrops of South Charnwood Diorites in the vicinity (British 
Geological Survey, online viewer).

Documentary sources relating to the site, and succession of its medieval owners, 
were listed by Nichols (1811, 629–32), with further historical detail provided by 
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Farnham (1928, 196–222). The motte and bailey castle is said to have been built 
by Hugh de Grantmesnil towards the end of the eleventh century (information from 
SAM List Entry 1010193), although other sources attribute its construction to the 
Earl of Leicester in the later twelfth century (Allen Brown 1959; Cantor 1978). 

Fig. 1. Site location, trench location and geophysical survey results.
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Nichols suggested that the castle was slighted (together with Leicester Castle) by 
Henry II in 1176, after the Earl of Leicester had taken part in the rebellion of Henry’s 
sons. He also suggested that Thomas, the second Marquess of Dorset (presumably 
Thomas Grey, Marquess of Dorset, who died in 1530 and whose father had the 
same name and title), ‘filled up the ditches with earth, intending to make an herbere 
[planted garden] of it’ (Nichols 1811, 631). However, Nichols noted that some of 
the ditches were still visible (at the time of his writing).

William Burton, writing in 1622, noted: ‘Here was an ancient Castle, whose 
Wals (as I find in old Record) were beaten down by King H.2 … all those goodly 
buildings are now ruinated and gone’ (Burton 1622). A map published in 1757 by 
John Doharty (LLRRO PP443) shows the buildings of the Old Hall and a structure 
on the motte. However, the chapel appears to be shown merely as a footprint. An 
engraving from 1790, reproduced by Nichols (1811, 634, plate 104), seems to 
confirm this; a long stretch of wall to the south-west is likely to be the wall of which 
a portion still remains upstanding today. The keep is not shown on an 1859 estate 
map (LLRRO DG20/Ma/42/2), suggesting that it was no longer extant at that date.

In 1840, St Philip and St James Church was built to the immediate west of the 
site. It seems clear that the original manor buildings extended onto the site of the 
present day church, as Richardson (1978, 1) mentions that the sexton in the 1940s 
used to have to demolish sections of wall to dig the graves.

PREVIOUS ARCHAEOLOGICAL WORK

In 1962–63 excavation was undertaken both on and adjacent to the motte, led by 
B. K. Davison on behalf of the Ministry of Works in advance of the construction of 
the A50 bypass (Creighton 1997) (Fig. 2). A large, wide ditch was uncovered in the 
trench at the base of the motte to its north, initially filled with a series of secondary 
deposits, but then possibly deliberately backfilled. Two trenches on top of the motte 
revealed the south-eastern part of a stone building, with a set of steps leading to a 
doorway. Against the steps and the external elevation of the building was a mass of 
rubble thought to be the stone revetting of the motte, while on the inside of the wall 
was a red clay which appeared to be a deliberate infilling. 

An evaluation of five trenches, undertaken by University of Leicester 
Archaeological Services (ULAS) prior to the housing development to the east of 
the site (ULAS 2007), located the possible remains of two fish ponds and a series 
of stone wall foundations on at least three alignments. Two sherds of thirteenth-
century pottery were found, along with a fragment of medieval ridge tile. 

A historic building assessment of Groby Old Hall by ULAS (2009a) identified its 
earliest element as a fifteenth-century timber-framed hall. At the south-west end of 
the building is a late fifteenth-century brick-built range, the most distinctive feature 
of which is a three-storeyed tower, and between these structures lies a sixteenth-
century cross-range. Other elements of the hall appear to be seventeenth century 
or later, and indicate additions and modifications continuing up to the present  
day.

In November 2009 a watching brief was carried out by ULAS during the 
rebuilding of part of the boundary wall between the site and the church (ULAS 
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2009b). This located an area of floor tiles, dated to between circa 1300 and 1500. 
Also sealed beneath building rubble was a substantial footing wall, similar to the 
upstanding section of wall, and lying parallel to it 5.6m to its north.

Fig. 2. Detail of Trenches 1, 2 and 4.
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RESULTS

The geophysical survey appears to show a series of ranges around a courtyard, 
south-west of the motte (GSB 2010) (Fig. 1). The archaeological features and 
deposits uncovered in the trenches revealed a complex series of structures, and this 
may be reflected in some of the variation in depth to which structures are visible on 
the ground-penetrating radar (GPR) survey.

Pre-conquest

One sherd of residual Romano-British pottery and a late Roman coin were the only 
evidence for pre-medieval activity on the site. Despite being mentioned in Domesday 
(1086), and the speculation by Creighton (1997, 24–5) that the stone tower within 
the motte may have been late Saxon, no evidence was found for any pre-Norman 
Conquest manor or defences.

Eleventh–thirteenth centuries

Nichols (1811, 631) cited references to the castle having been slighted and 
overthrown by Henry II in 1176. Although later authors have interpreted the 
disturbance to the northern edge of the motte as being the result of this event (e.g. 
Creighton 1997, 22), the damage was clearly identified in Trench 1 as being the 
result of post-medieval quarrying, and the evidence for the destruction of the keep 
in the late twelfth century is at best ambiguous. There is a reference to ‘Tourhulle’, 
presumably Tower Hill, in a 1343 document (Creighton 1997, 22), while a 1371 
document in the Calendar of Close Rolls (Farnham 1928, 211–12) also mentions a 
garden by this name, suggesting the survival of a structure on the motte into the late 
fourteenth century. John Leland, writing in the mid-sixteenth century, describes the 
motte with ‘no stone work apon it’, indicating the keep’s demolition by that time 
(Smith 1907, 17–18). 

The construction of the keep, as revealed in Trenches 1 and 4 (and in the 1960s 
excavation), was an ambitious project, its foundation resting directly on an outcrop 
of bedrock, presumably selected for this purpose. What was not identified in the 
1960s, however, was the presence of the keep’s outer wall, as seen in Trench 4 (Fig. 
2), with the result that the wall of the keep was viewed as relatively insubstantial; 
the outer wall being interpreted merely as a later rubble revetment. Trench 4, 
however, revealed a substantial outer wall around a thinner inner wall. Although 
there was no clear stratigraphic relationship between the two walls, they abut each 
other, and the steps keyed into the outer wall lead to the doorway in the inner 
wall; the simplest explanation is that they are part of the same construction (Fig. 
3). The walls would most probably have been built up to the height of the first 
storey before the motte was constructed around the lower storey, making this the 
keep’s basement (Richard Morriss pers. comm.). It is not clear how high the outer 
wall rose, as both walls appear to have been demolished to a similar level, but the 
presence of a ground-floor doorway, identified in the 1960s in the south-east face 
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of the inner wall, suggests that the outer wall never extended above this basement 
level.

The 1960s excavation identified a large ditch at the base of the motte on its 
northern side (with a possible slighter ditch or hollow cutting its fills), with a 
bank on its outer edge, beyond which was a second, outer ditch (Fig. 2); it also 
identified later terracing at the base of the motte. The outer ditch is probably the 
same ditch as recorded in Trench 2, probably forming part of the large sub-oval 
enclosure indicated on the 1757 map. No direct dating evidence was obtained from 
the ditch in Trench 2, east of the motte, but its upper levels cut through a buried soil 
containing twelfth–fourteenth-century pottery. Its relationship to the motte cannot 
be proved, but it may well have been the original bailey ditch, later reused and 
possibly modified. There was no trace in the western end of Trench 2 of the larger 
inner ditch, indicating that its eastern edge must lie closer to the motte. 

Most of the medieval pottery from the evaluation (57 sherds of twelfth–
fourteenth-century date) came from Trench 3, south-west of the motte, where two 
features containing pottery of this date were identified, neither seen fully in plan, 
but both pre-dating the stone walls also recorded in the trench (see below), and 
thus providing a terminus post quem for them. Features earlier than the masonry 
structures were also found in Trench 7, in the form of three post-holes (Fig. 4), 
one pre-dating a beaten earth floor and two cutting through it. Although no direct 
dating evidence was obtained from these features, the layer directly above the 
two later post-holes contained thirteenth–fourteenth-century pottery, providing a 
terminus ante quem for the floor. This all suggests that a building stood in this area 

Fig. 3. Trench 4, viewed from the north-east.
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prior to the masonry structure, with occupation activity suggested by the presence 
of charcoal within the floor layer. 

Much of the lower deposits in Trenches 5 and 6 remained unexcavated, although 
some residual twelfth-century pottery was recovered from Trench 5.

Thirteenth–late fifteenth centuries

The focus of the site in the thirteenth–late fifteenth century seems to have been a 
series of building ranges set around a central courtyard (Fig. 4). However, within the 
GPR dataset there are different responses at different depths, and at least two phases 
of masonry walls were uncovered within Trenches 3, 5, 6 and 7. 

Fig. 4. Detail of Trenches 3 and 5–8.
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Early phase
None of these trenches were excavated down to the earliest deposits due to a desire 
to leave structures in situ, but the evidence from Trench 3 did suggest a terminus 
post quem of the thirteenth/fourteenth century for the earliest phase of walling. 

The 1371 document indicates that there were a large number of buildings on 
the site by the late fourteenth century (Farnham 1928, 211–12). This lists the 
great chamber, called the ‘whit chambre’, with a cellar beneath and two chambers 
abutting it to the north; it also refers to chambers above the door to the wine cellar. 
The results of the churchyard wall watching brief (ULAS 2009b) suggest that the 
south-western range had a lower level or undercroft, and this is supported by the 
architectural elements still visible in the upstanding remains (Morriss pers. comm.). 

The document also mentions the ‘olde chapele and cloister’, indicating that the 
chapel had been standing for some considerable time prior to 1371. The reference 
to the ‘cloister’ accords well with the apparent courtyard structure, and it is possible 
that the alignment and layout of the buildings were originally defined by the 
alignment of the chapel (the footprint of which is shown on the 1757 map). 

The earliest structural phases identified in Trenches 5 and 6 correspond to the 
north-east and south-west walls of a postulated north-eastern range; a sherd of 
fourteenth–sixteenth-century pottery in a later levelling layer against the earlier wall 
in Trench 6 provides a terminus ante quem. The GPR data shows a buttressed wall 
line (Fig. 1), possibly indicating a two-storey structure. Traces of a possible north-
western range were seen in the eastern part of Trench 5 before being truncated by 
later walling (Fig. 5).

Also within this earlier phase is the north-east wall of the south-western range, 
as seen in Trench 3 (Fig. 4). This has no suggestion of an undercroft, and does 
not equate with the results from the watching brief (ULAS 2009b) or with the 
appearance of the upstanding wall. Given the distance of 5.6m between the two 
walls recorded during the watching brief, it seems most likely that the structural 
remains in the southern part of Trench 3 mark the continuation of this range wall, 
with the other walls relating to a structure just to the north of the south-west range. 
The window and door mouldings on the upstanding wall confirm the north-east 
elevation as the interior of the building.

It is not clear whether there was a south-eastern range to the building, and 
whether the responses obtained during the GPR survey towards the south-east were 
archaeological or related to more modern garden features. A range of buildings in 
this area would be very close to the later upstanding building, and although the 
reference to a ‘cloister’ does imply an enclosed area, this may not have been enclosed 
by buildings on all sides. 

Later phase
Although direct dating was not available for any of the earlier structures, later 
deposits provide a terminus ante quem for the later phase of walling of late fifteenth–
sixteenth century.

In Trench 5 a late phase of building can be seen in the construction of a large 
canted bay window, suggesting that the north-western range had a more prestigious 
than utilitarian function (Fig. 5). The presence of such a window suggests that this 
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was the high end of the hall, leading to the private chambers in the north-eastern 
range, and from there to the manorial chapel (Richard Morriss pers. comm.). The 
chapel is known to have been still standing and in use in 1446, as a dispensation 
was applied for at that time to have a child christened there rather than in the parish 
church (ULAS 2009a).

Trench 6 revealed an addition to the north-eastern range. The GPR data suggests 
that this wall line continues to the south-west, forming a much wider structure than 
the earlier building (Figs 1 and 4). Similarities in the detailing of the chamfered 
plinths of the walls in Trenches 6 and 8 suggest that the walls are of the same phase. 
It is not possible to be sure whether the wall in Trench 8 is part of the ‘olde chapele’ 
mentioned in 1371, but it does seem to fit better with a later phase of building. 
Demolition deposits in Trench 6 included a number of pieces of fine sandstone 
architectural mouldings, similar to that used in the upstanding wall but generally 
more elaborate in detail, and although not closely datable these would be consistent 
with a fourteenth-century date (Morriss pers. comm.).

The later section of the NW–SE wall in Trench 3 is much narrower than the 
earlier phase, but does at least suggest that the north-east face of this wall continued 
in use.

Late fifteenth–sixteenth centuries

The building assessment of Groby Old Manor (ULAS 2009a) assigned a late fifteenth-
century date to the existing brick house, based on a reference by John Leland that 

Fig. 5. Pre-excavation view of Trench 5, viewed from the south-east.
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these buildings were not yet finished in the mid-sixteenth century; a reference to 
some of the ‘older works’ implies that much had been demolished or superseded. 
Clearly the focus of the buildings had shifted towards the south-east of the site by 
this time. Re-use of green sandstone blocks was noted in the sixteenth-century cross-
range (ULAS 2009b), possibly deriving in part from systematic robbing, such as the 
facing of the NW–SE wall in Trench 6.

The earliest of the two phases of NW–SE walling recorded in Trench 7 contained 
a fragment of brick, indicating both phases are later than the late fifteenth century. 
In general, however, the evidence suggests that the courtyard complex was largely 
demolished in the late fifteenth or sixteenth century. Dumps of roofing slate in 
Trenches 3 and 6 suggest reclamation and controlled demolition of the buildings 
rather than mere abandonment, which would accord well with an ambitious planned 
construction of new buildings in brick.

A reference cited by Nichols (1811, 631) suggests that the ditches around 
the motte were infilled in the early sixteenth century in order for a garden to be 
constructed, and this seems to have been part of the general rebuilding work. 
The evidence from Trench 2 certainly shows that the outer ditch was deliberately 
backfilled with stone rubble. The western part of the trench shows four possible 
phases of landscaping in this area, and earthworks to the north of the motte may 
well also relate to garden features.

Sixteenth–eighteenth centuries

Despite the mid-sixteenth-century reference by Leland (Smith 1907, 17) to the 
demolition of the keep, the 1757 map clearly shows a tall building with a pitched 
roof on the summit of the motte, while an engraving in Nichols (1811, 634) dated 
to 1790 shows a substantial squat structure. Neither Trenches 1 and 4, nor the 
earlier excavations, found any evidence of a later structure, although Davison in the 
1960s did suggest that the apparently flat and level top to the inner wall could have 
provided a base for a timber superstructure. The 1790 engraving also shows the 
ruined chapel with the south-west corner largely surviving; apart from the known 
upstanding remains, no other structures are visible, although the mid-ground shows 
a number of suggestive lumps in the field; the house is shown in the background, 
confirming that the brick towers and cross-range are largely as they appear today.
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