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Tamworth
• Historically significant- Centre of Royal Power during the Anglo-Saxon period.

• 12th Century Motte and Bailey Castle (second largest Motte in the country)

• Formerly industrial and large post-war industrial presence (engineering, car 
manufacture etc- which has since reduced).

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
The name Tamworth is likely to come from Tomtun (tun= royal or estate centre on the River Tame= Tom) mentioned in the charter of 675. Tomtun is further mentioned in historical sources as containing a palace or monasterium. The first definitive mention is within a charter of 751 where it is referred to as Tamworthy (Tamuuorthie). This place name is retained throughout the medieval period. 

An enclosure ditch, traditionally known as the ‘Kings ditch’ surrounds the town and encompasses an area of 22 hectares. It is thought to be the work of King Offa (ruled 757-796) 

In 913 Aethelflaed constructed a burh (fortified settlement) at this location in her campaign against the Danelaw, due to its strategic importance and position between the river Tame and Roman roads. This consisted of the probable re-fortification of the ditch and rampart which enclosed the settlement at Tamworth

The motte and bailey castle at Tamworth was established within about 20 years of the conquest in the south-western corner of the Saxon settlement. The first motte was probably defended by a timber palisade which was later replaced by the surviving stone shell keep (between 1170 and 1190)  

The earliest known market charter was granted in the 14th century, but it thought that much of the street plan was concieved prior to this. 

Tamworth continued to prosper and grow and was, in the 17th century, one of the Midlands most populous towns, its success continued to be based on its celebrated market status. 

The town of Tamworth continued to develop and expand throughout the modern period. The introduction of cotton mills (of which Tamworth Castle mill is an example) within the town and coal mines in the surrounding areas during the 18th and 19th centuries meant an increasing population and a necessity for more accommodation. The town grew rapidly in the post-war period, in part due to the expansion of industries which moved into the south of the town.







Development of the community project- Why?

• Project devised in 2022 through discussion with TBC, as a means of increasing 
community cohesion and volunteer engagement whist supporting the levelling–up 
agenda of certain targeted groups. 

• TBC corporate plan objectives:

• ‘Embrace Tamworth’s history and culture so as to build a sense of local pride and 
support children’s education’

• ‘Develop its services in response to needs of the community and businesses 
recovering from the effects of the pandemic’

• ‘Engage local communities, schools, volunteers and under-served groups with their 
local heritage through hands-on activities and authentic archaeological 
investigation.’ 

• Also- promotion of the role of the Castle and museum, and Staffordshire 
University within the region



Development of the community project- Why?

• October 2022 4 day Community Excavation funded by Museum Development Art 
fund Reset Grant

• March 2023 8 day Community Excavation funded by UK Shared Prosperity Fund

• ‘It is about levelling up opportunity and prosperity and overcoming deep-seated 
geographical inequalities that have held us back for too long.

• It is also, fundamentally, about levelling up people’s pride in the places they love 
and seeing that reflected back in empowered local leaders and communities, a 
stronger social fabric and better life chances’. (Department for Levelling Up, 
Housing & Communities)



Development of the community project- Why?

• Involvement in archaeology/ archaeological research projects has 
been shown to be successful as an intervention for promoting 
mental wellbeing, improvements in health and community cohesion. 

• Previous studies (although limited) have also highlighted that 
involvement in heritage projects have ‘the potential to positively 
influence well-being and personal happiness’ (Sayer 2015). 

• Our ‘common’ heritage and the shared experience of investigation 
can improve communities and life expectancy (Jolly E, Tamir D.I, 
Burum B, Mitchell J.P, 2019).



Development of the community project- Why?

• The project aims were to:

- Engage local communities, schools, volunteers and under-served groups with their local 
heritage through hands-on activities and authentic archaeological investigation. 

- To inspire curiosity into the development of the town centre and local historic 
environment, particularly its less well-known industrial heritage.

- To raise the profile of Tamworth Castle and other heritage assets to attract more visitors 
to the town.

- To reduce physical and economic barriers to accessing heritage activities by delivering 
free events outside the castle walls.

- To develop new partnerships and collaborations which will form the basis of ongoing 
research and events to strengthen local history education and the tourism offer. 

- To enhance community cohesion, increase social action and develop physical and 
mental wellbeing as a result of participation in archaeological and heritage activities.  

- To provide training and skills development opportunities to volunteers and local 
students.



Why Staffordshire University? Prior collaboration with 
Tamworth Borough Council  From 2021 – Commercial 
Archaeological  Projects

Archaeological Building Recording 3D Modelling Projects

Archaeological Watching Briefs Desk-Based Research



Site Location- Tamworth Castle Mill



Historical Background

Tamworth Castle Mill- The Early period

• 1162/3? Medieval Corn Mill (water powered mill)

• 1485- surviving indenture which refers to Castle Mills

• 16th century document. Bill of complaint by Humfrey Ferrers – 
relating to the Castle Mill.

• 1653- Three corn mills and one fulling mill (cleansing of woven cloth).

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Tamworth Castle Mill  was located south of the Castle at the confluence of the Rivers Tame and Anker and was formerly held by the lord of the castle on behalf of the crown.  It was here that the inhabitants of the town were required to grind their corn. 
It is mentioned in both 1485 in a surviving indenture and in a 16th century document (in a Bill of complaint by Humfrey Ferrers toward three named townsmen claiming they were not obliged to have their corn milled there).

Watermills were built in Britain in Roman times, and by the 11th century there were more than 6,000 across the country. Most mills were used to grind corn, and in the second half of the 18th century many were built to power the mechanised cotton industry.

There were more than 20,000 watermills in Britain by the 19th century, adapted for a range of uses from powering forge hammers to paper manufacture and grinding bones for fertiliser. Many were later abandoned and fell into ruin.





Historical Background
Tamworth Castle Mill- The 18th Century

• 1742. Water powered Corn mill(s) (by the 18th  Century this probably meant a significant 
redevelopment of the earlier medieval mill buildings- some of these 18th Century buildings 
may have originated in the preceding centuries)

Stebbing Shaw 1780

William Wyatt 1741

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes

The earliest map available of the site (William Wyatts Map of 1741). Four buildings spanned the River Tame, (which is significantly wider at this period). Each building is rectangular and similar in size and shape, apart from the northern-most building which was L-shaped in plan. These mill buildings would have been constructed on a causeway bridge across the river, a path across the causeway was located along the eastern side of the buildings.


The provision of a mill races and weirs helped to overcome the problem of different seasonal water levels. Many of the weirs seen on rivers today were originally built to help control water levels for watermills.




Corn Mill

Letherinsett Corn Mill, Norfolk

Henwood Mill, Solihull

Castle Mill 1780

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
The earliest image of the mill is an illustration by Stebbing Shaw from 1780 . The mill buildings are sat at the water’s edge, which shows limited evidence of deliberate engineering.  Each of the buildings appear to be two stories with attics and gabled roofs set at different heights.­­ The main L-shaped mill building appears to have two openings at water level, these are likely to have housed the water wheels. The southernmost mill building has small chimneys at each gable end, the weir can be seen to the east of this building. 




The corn mill

Watermill from Lurgashall -
Weald & Downland Living 
Museum (wealddown.co.uk)

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Grain would arrive at the mill by horse and cart in sacks from the surrounding farms or the local estate. 

The sacks of grain had to be taken up to the top floor and this was done by the "sack-hoist". Its chain was lowered from the lucum that projected out from the top of the mill. The sack hoist was operated by a series of pulleys and gears powered by the waterwheel.

Once at the top, the grain was emptied into either a "hopper" or a "bin". The bins were used for storage and the hoppers (on the second floor) for feeding the grain to the millstones. The grain fell through chutes from the hopper into a smaller hopper on top of the stones (on the first floor) from where it would be guided into the centre of the stones by the "slipper." a moveable wooden chute.
�Only the top stone ("runner-stone") rotates in any pair, with the "bedstone" fixed to the floor. The runner-stone is balanced above the bedstone, hanging on the "mace" (or "rynd") which is supported on the spindle. When the grain falls into the centre of the runner-stone it is forced outwards by the pattern on the surface of the stones and the action of centrifugal force. It is crushed between the lands and falls from the edge of the stone as flour. The flour passes down a chute where it can be bagged on the ground floor as 100% wholemeal flour.


https://www.wealddown.co.uk/buildings/watermill-from-lurgashall/
https://www.wealddown.co.uk/buildings/watermill-from-lurgashall/
https://www.wealddown.co.uk/buildings/watermill-from-lurgashall/


Historical Background
• 1788? (Certainly by 1798). Ownership of Sir Robert Peel and conversion to cotton 

spinning within the main mill. Construction of a large water powered cotton spinning mill 
(Arkwright design) in the location of the earlier 18th  Century mill buildings- some of 
which were redeveloped.

G. Samual 1798

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes

Later, in the 18th century (1788), the Mill was owned by Sir Robert Peel (b.1750-d.1830). Its use was adapted for the production of cloth from cotton. Calico printing on the cloth was also undertaken on the site and Peel partly used pauper children from the London workhouses as his workforce.

An image of the mill from 1798 by G. Samual shows Tamworth Castle mill from the same viewpoint as the Stebbing Shaw print. The mill buildings by this period have been enlarged and renovated. The buildings to the north and south remain in much the same form, the main central mill however, has been completely redeveloped. This probably occurred as a direct result of Sir Robert Peels conversion of the mill from corn to cotton in the later 18th century. 



Cotton Spinning Mill

Arkwright’s Mill, Derbyshire Quarry Bank Mill, Cheshire

Castle Mill 1798

Tamworth has… ‘numerous corn and 
cotton mills, including that of the Peel 
family on the River Tame’ (Pigot’s 
Commercial Directory. 1828-9).

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
The size of the main mill building has increased significantly as a direct result of the manufacturing process undertaken within. The main water-power elements of the mill would have remained at ground (water level), at least two further stories were constructed above. These floor levels had a range of windows along each side ensuring enough daylight for the spinning machines contained in the confined space within. This tall, multiple storied, long and narrow building was the typical architecture for cotton mills from the mid-18th century the end of the 19th century- it was based on the Arkwright- type mill, patented in 1769 which became replicated throughout the country.  




The Textile Mill- Colycroft worsted mill, Bedworth 1790

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Richard Arkwright In 1767, met John Kay, a skilled clockmaker with the technical ability needed to build machines. With Kay, Arkwright developed his first prototype spinning machine. Initially designed to be driven by horsepower, the machine's moving rollers drew out the cotton fibres, imitating the action of a hand spinner's fingers. Then, its rotating spindles twisted the cotton into yarn and wound it onto a bobbin.

After months of experimentation and adjustment, he discovered the correct spacing for the rollers that drew out the cotton fibre, and hung weights from the top set of rollers so they could grip the bottom rollers firmly. 

Granted a patent in 1769 for his machine, Arkwright and his business partners were determined to make money from the invention. They built a huge, multi-storey factory in Cromford, Derbyshire, alongside the fast-flowing River Derwent.

Arkwright had realised that waterpower, rather than horsepower, was the most efficient way to run his machines. Huge waterwheels installed at the mill, driven by the river, provided the rotary motion to drive the machinery. Thereafter, Arkwright's spinning machines became known as water frames.

The ingenious design of the water frame meant the machines could be operated by unskilled workers. As long as they kept them fed with cotton, pieced up any breakages in the yarn and changed full bobbins for empty ones, the water frames could churn out huge quantities of strong and even yarn, which weavers needed to produce cotton cloth.
Arkwright had turned a mechanical principle into a consistently productive, industrial machine.

In this example the central waterwheel, drove all the spinning machines within. The interior of the mill contained a selection of textile machines employed in various processes; weaving, winding, drawing or doubling, spinning. 





Historical Background
• Between 1830’s – 1875. Land reclamation around the mill. Introduction of additional 

buildings including a large extension to the main spinning mill to the west. A tall 

chimney present on the archive images suggests the introduction of a steam engine. 

Steam power was likely to be used in addition to water- power (possible duel use during 

this period - corn/ cotton).

Late 19th century

1884

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
The Ordnance Survey Map of 1884 shows a complete re-organisation of the appearance of the mill. The Mill buildings by this period, appear to have been consolidated in a single structure, enlarged and extended­. They are labelled as Castle mill (corn), suggesting there may have been a period of dual purpose (corn and cotton).
Various 18th century buildings are likely to have remained (such as the L-shaped building present in the 1741 map, which retains a similar appearance). To the north-east of the river, land was reclaimed, and a series of buildings were constructed. A further area of land was reclaimed to the south-west creating a large island upon which the re-organised mill buildings were constructed. The bridge across the river remained, as did the weir, although these were modified and enlarged. The mill race is clearly marked on the map, this ran beneath the northern end of the mill- therefore confirming this was the location of the wheel pit. A series of outbuildings, yards, paths and trees are also present. 


 



Tamworth Mill C.1870s-



Castle Mill 1875

Corn / Cotton Mill

Introduction of steam engine. 

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
The roof line has been extended further westward, across an additional construction, creating a steeply sloping roof. A large chimney at the southern end of the building suggests the introduction of a steam engine, by this period.  The engine is likely to have been located in the redeveloped part of the mill to the west. 



1884

1903

Historical 
Background

1902-3. Infilling of the 

northernmost 

watercourse- full 

conversion to steam or 

introduction of electric 

power.

1920. Demolition of 

Tamworth Castle Mill.



Tamworth Mills



Tamworth Mills

Saxon Mill (8th century). Tamworth is known to have been important within Mercia, 
because it had a water mill which ground grain for food for the settlement and its livestock. 
The mill is believed to be the earliest (post-Roman) watermill found in Britain.

It was powered by the River Anker and used mill stones traded to King Offa from the French 
King Charlemagne, in exchange for English woollen cloaks. 



Tamworth Mills

Bolehall Mill (c.1820 – 1972) (nr Bolebridge Street) produced tapes and webbing. The 
building was established as a shoe factory in the 1850s, but was subsequently taken over by 
the Bole Hall Mill Co Ltd. known to have been in existence by 1820, if not before.

Bolehall Mill produced tapes and webbing, mainly in cotton, linen and man-made fibres. They 
also produced Egyptian tapes, cotton webs, and spindle tapes for mainly industrial uses. 
These tapes and webs would have supplied many trades including the car, railway, and 
clothing industries, and general engineering.

c.1968-70



Tamworth Mills

Alders Paper Mill (C.1820) Lichfield 
Road. Was founded by Quakers and 
was in production for about 200 years 
under various names It was 
demolished in 2000.

c.1971

c.1920-30 Fordrinier Machine- enabled continuous 
paper making of any size, rather than producing sheets

c.1920-30 Paper Making Machine- Number 2 paper 
making machine showing the calendering rollers and drying section 



Tamworth Mills

Shannons Mill (1826)- Lichfield Street. Clothing 
mill. The mill was originally built by Thomas 
Cooke senior.

c.1940s- Uniform Making



Pre-Project Resistivity Survey
• In September 2022 a resistivity survey was 

undertaken over the site of Tamworth Castle 
Mill (Repton Local History Group)

• An area of high resistance was located 
along the eastern part of the grid 
corresponding with the mill's eastern 
wall. 

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
No definitive archaeological anomalies were identified during this survey, an area of high resistance was located along the eastern part of the grid which may correspond with the mill's eastern wall. It is possible that when the mill was demolished, the rubble (probably brick) may have been spread around resulting in the mixed resistivity data.  However, even if it was mostly removed, there may still be material lying along the line of the wall which is visible as a high resistance anomaly.



Methodology

Phase 2- March 2023
• Open to the public- involvement needed to be 

booked ½ hour sessions available 10.00-16.00

• School groups (classes of up to 30) booked a 1 
hour time slot- 

• Volunteer support.

• Excavation, soil sieving and finds processing and 
supporting activities 

Phase 1- October 2022- 4 day pilot 
excavation.

Open to the public- free involvement

Volunteers supported visitors.

Excavation, soil sieving and finds processing



Results

Trench 1 2022

Trench 2 2023





Tamworth Castle Mill in 1884

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
The river water ran east to west through wheel pit(s) located beneath the mill building. The water wheel(s) (which were likely to have been undershot) powered the machinery within the mill. A shaft extending from the waterwheel(s) was connected to a large gear wheel called the Pit Wheel. Power was then generated through bevel gears located at 90 degrees to the Pit Wheel to drive the various other elements of machinery within. 
An overflow weir was located to the south-east to control the volume of water to the mill and ensure the optimum flow.




Undershot water-wheel

Breastshot water-wheel

Overshot water-wheel

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
There are three types of waterwheel, overshot, breastshot and undershot. An overshot wheel is powered by the weight of the water falling over the top of the wheel into buckets. With a breastshot wheel, the water enters the buckets level with the axle and the wheel produces only about one third of the power of an overshot wheel. The third type of waterwheel is undershot, where the water passes under the wheel; it is the force of the water hitting the paddles that turns the wheel rather than the weight of water in buckets. 

An overshot wheel needs a head of water that can only be provided by artificially raising a river. This would require the building of a "leat" the diversion of the river along the side of a valley, until a sufficient height of water had been reached to work the waterwheel. This was a huge feat of engineering considering the mass of soil used to construct the river banks and the similar mass of clay and chalk used to waterproof the bed of the river; remarkably built by hand. The water was built up and stored by closing the two sluices to stop the water flowing downstream. The water would fill the "launder" (or "pentrough") above the wheel which could then be opened to turn the machinery. Alternatively, if the river filled too much the sluices could be opened to allow the water downstream without turning the wheel.

A waterwheel rotates at about 10 revolutions per minute (r.p.m.) and the power is then transmitted through the wheel-shaft to the "pit-wheel" in the hurst frame. The pit-wheel drives a smaller "wallower" which in turn drives through the "crown-wheel" and "pinion", along the main horizontal lay-shaft to the "stone-nuts." Each stone-nut is attached to a stone "spindle" which drives the runner stone. By this stage the gears have increased the speed of revolution from 10 r.p.m. at the wheel to about 120 r.p.m. at the runner-stone.





The pit-wheel pit

Pit wheel- c.3.5m in 
diameter



The Mill in 1885



Based on Ordnance Survey plan of 1884



Early 20th century artefacts (Edwardian)

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
The finds assemblage contained a range of domestic objects which had been deliberately discarded in the early 20th century

The majority of the objects dated to the early 20th century (1900-1920) although a small number were 19th century in origin. The assemblage contained functional ceramics (dinner-wares) and other decorative ceramics, window and vessel glass, animal bone, early plastics (Bakelite), metal and leather objects. Each of the objects had been disposed of, as they were broken, or they had performed their function. They had been brought to this location from other parts of the town, and this area is known to have been Tamworth’s municipal waste area for a long period. 

The ceramics contained objects such as cups, jugs, plates, saucers, bowls and egg-cups, these had many different designs, forms and glazes and been produced by a variety of manufacturers. The glass assemblage contained complete and broken examples of beer, sauce, medicine and ink bottles and many other types of vessel such as jars, fruit bowls and drinking flutes. The glass ranged in colour from clear to blue, green and brown.

Each of the finds provide information about the inhabitants of Tamworth during the war and interwar period. The assemblage provides the opportunity discuss the tastes, status and lives of the population of Tamworth during the early 20th century



Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
A number of bone fragments were recovered from the site. Each of these bones were animal and many showed signs of butchery, representing the remains of food waste. Oyster shells, fish, sheep, cow, chicken and pig bones were all present.

A number of other finds were also recovered, these were personal effects, and domestic objects including hair combs, shoes, smoking pipes, ceramic ornaments, spoons, buttons, and bone toothbrushes. 








Successes- Interactions and Engagement
• During Phase 1 an estimated 250 people visited each day. 135 survey forms were 

completed.

• On the last two days so many people wanted to join we were obliged to ration the length 
of time volunteers could spend in the test pit. 

Typical comments included: 

• It shows Tamworth’s making the most of its heritage; 

• Brilliant to see local heritage discovered in real time; 

• Makes you feel better about Tamworth;

• Nice to get the kids working with their hands, not on tablets; 

• It’s great the way it combines social, historical and outdoors activity;

• More of a buzz in Tamworth;

• It makes it more real to see how much hard work goes into it;

• I feel more connected to local history;

• We didn’t appreciate how much would be found.



Successes- Interactions and Engagement

• During Phase 2 (2023) Over 480 people (aged between 
2 and 70) including six school classes assisted in the 
excavation. Each day, there were numerous other 
visitors to the site.



Successes- Profile Raising and Reach 



Successes: Educational training- positive school 
feedback- at both Primary and Secondary level



Successes- Reducing barriers, mixed demographics 

Positive community representation and feedback

‘We attended with my husband, 7 year old daughter, 18 month old daughter and 
myself. My 18 month old Margot enjoyed emptying soil. However my 7 year old Elsie 
found the experience exciting and fascinating .’ 

‘We took 6 grandchildren with us and they thoroughly enjoyed it. They wished the 
time was longer than the 20 minutes’

‘The main highlights for me were:-
- Coming back each day and seeing that they had dug deeper in the corner 
- Finding the curved wall where the water wheel was
- Chatting with the people who were doing the digging was great too’



Immediate Impact- Projects inspired by  the Community 
Excavations and led by Tamworth Castle staff and 
volunteers. 

‘Inter-Woven’
• Woven cloth installed around the castle to 

form a large community exhibition
• Community project connecting a strong 

heritage with today's innovative 
developments in the Textile Industry, 
creating an expression of Tamworth's rich 
and diverse communities.

• Huge response with contributions arriving 
from as far afield as Scotland

• Digital reach was around 50k



• School Outreach sessions
A KS2 history session was trialled in January 2023 at several schools local to 
Tamworth, based around the community archaeological excavation. 127 children 
were surveyed over five sessions.

• 98% said they enjoyed the session.
• 84% said it had made them feel more positive about living in the Tamworth area
• 91% said they would like to find out more about history

• Family activities 
• Make your own treasure chest – family craft activity They were all interested in 

the archaeological exavation and some said they had signed up already for the 
next.  

“We really enjoyed working on this project and the project at the castle…...Should 
you need us in the future, we would be glad to help.” (Participant on the project)

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Two members of staff delivered the sessions. They took with them sandboxes, replica items to bury in them, historical and modern pictures of the area where the dig took place, and a selection of artefacts discovered during the dig. There were also archaeologists’ trowels and toothbrushes for excavating, object guides to what they might find and finds forms to fill in.

The artefacts and pictures provided an opportunity to explore the subject before we embarked on the practical. This made the session as interactive as possible which aided engagement and enjoyment.
The children took turns to scrape away the sand to reveal the buried items. They identified and recorded their finds and each group chose their favourite.

One teacher particularly appreciated the use of local resources and locations. Having examples of original artefacts found during the Castle mill dig and previous digs is invaluable. They provide a tangible link, evidence the condition in which items are excavated and can be used to compare and contrast with items still in use or not in use today.

Family activities - There was a large proportion of Polish and Ukrainian families. They were impressed that the activity was taking place and seemed to be very interested in finding out more about Tamworth. All the participants were excited by the free entry passes for children and said they would use them.






• Shop window exhibition.
Exhibition in the window of an empty shop unit on the high street to display 
finds from the dig and provide information about the site. It had the added 
benefit of improving the appearance of an unused unit.



Next Steps……….

• Continuation of the project- Phase 3- October 2023?

• Archaeological projects on additional sites- led by community 
groups and volunteers

• Closer partnership to support both TBC Corporate Priorities and the 
Community Archaeology module of the new Staffordshire University 
Humanitarian Archaeology undergraduate course (2024)

• Our ambition – ‘to establish funding for 2 to 5 years to sustain the 
activity beyond the annual cycle and to showcase Tamworth as a 
centre of research which in turn reinforces its historic significance.’ 
(Tamworth BC)



Thank you.
William.Mitchell@Staffs.ac.uk
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