The Making of the Lydbury Landscape

Aims and Objectives

The Lydbury Field Group

The Lydbury Field Group was formed in late 2003 by a group of local residents who wanted to explore the landscape archaeology of the area through practical fieldwork.  The Group now has just over 20 members of whom only a few had previous archaeological experience.

The Group carries out investigations into the development of the archaeological landscape in south-west Shropshire.  Activities include fieldwalking, finds recording, site survey, map analysis and excavation.

The Making of the Lydbury Landscape Project

The aim of the project is to study the development of the landscape of the Kemp valley and surroundings during the Holocene period (i.e. since the last Ice Age c12,000 years ago) through archaeological and environmental research.

Our Specific Objectives are:-

1. To identify environmental change in the landscape of the study area and to link it to human activity where possible.

2. To identify and record significant changes in the agricultural landscape, particularly the development of Walcot Park.

3. To understand the origins and development of the village of Lydbury North.

Timetable

The projected started in November 2005 and will be completed by March 2007.  During that time we will hold events in Lydbury North including talks and an exhibition.  

A Short Description of the Study Area

The study area is situated in South-West Shropshire centred on the village of Lydbury North (SO354860).  It lies along the Kemp valley, from Brockton to Kempton, and includes the hills on either side.   Within the area are the village of Lydbury North and the hamlets of Brockton, Lower Down and Kempton. The area lies at the centre of what was formerly the medieval manor of Lydbury which was in existence by the late Saxon period.

The Kemp brook rises to the east of Bishop’s Castle, in south-west Shropshire, and curves around to the east towards Lydbury North before turning southward. It then passes the hamlet of Kempton before joining the river Clun near Clunbury.  From Brockton the stream runs through a wide, flat-bottomed valley which is out of proportion to the size of the present watercourse  Before the valley was drained, in the late 18th century, these low lying fields were important meadow lands.  Today they are still prone to winter flooding.

The hills on either side of the Kemp valley rise to nearly 400 metres creating a closed, inward looking landscape with distinct topographical boundaries.  To the north the land rises steeply to Oakley Mynd, to the west the skyline is dominated by Sunnyhill with its Iron Age hillfort of Bury Ditches which looms over  the former deerpark of Walcot.  Short Wood clothes the eastern hills.  The river valley narrows at Kempton and Clunbury Hill can be glimpsed through the gap.

Much of the land to the west of the Kemp was a medieval, and later, deerpark belonging to the Walcots.  This was purchased in 1763 by Clive of India, first Earl of Powis.  He and his son, the second Earl, had a significant impact on the landscape which was well recorded in the estate records which are now in the possession of Shropshire Archives.  Maps dating back to c1730 allow the development of the landscape over the last 300 years to be plotted with some accuracy and in detail.

Other archaeological sites, listed in the Shropshire Sites and Monuments Record, include Burrow Hillfort (on the eastern edge of the study area); a motte and bailey at Lower Down; a number of cropmarks which are visible only from the air; and a significant number of finds of prehistoric flints.  Several of the buildings in Lydbury North and surrounding hamlets are listed buildings dating from the 17th/18th centuries if not earlier.  The oldest building in Lydbury North is the church which was built in the Norman period.

Despite the considerable amount of archaeology in the study area little research and fieldwork had been carried out prior to the creation of the Lydbury Field Group.  Only limited excavation has been undertaken at Burrow Hill and none on Bury Ditches.  The Marches Upland Survey carried out a rapid survey of a 1km wide strip of land which crosses the southern boundary of the study area.  This project identified a small number of earthworks which have been surveyed and analysed by the Lydbury Field Group.

Project Description

The Lydbury Field Group intends to develop local understanding of the archaeological landscape of the Kemp valley and surrounding hills.  This will include practical fieldwork by local residents including fieldwalking, finds analysis, site survey and historic map analysis.

In order to reconstruct the former environment and to date local buildings we need to purchase specialist services.  A description of the methods which intend to employ is given below.

Methodology

1. Fieldwalking of target areas to identify and date archaeological sites which are known from cropmarks, historical documents (especially maps), and fieldwork. In addition fieldwalking will record stray finds or find clusters, eg. of prehistoric flints, and attempt to identify hitherto unrecorded sites.

2. Analysis of maps, air photographs and related documents to identify landscape change over the last c300 years, or further back if documents come to light.

3. Field survey of surviving earthworks, hedgerows, and other landscape features.

4. Palaeoenvironmental studies (eg. pollen and macro-fossil analysis) to reconstruct the Holocene environment.

5. Dendrochronological dating of suitable buildings in Lydbury North.

6. Geophysical survey of selected sites to ascertain their true nature.  Target sites include the former 17th/18th century formal gardens of Walcot Hall and Lower Gardens, Lydbury North.
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