
 

 

 

THE HUDDERSFIELD AND DISTRICT ARCHAEOLOGICAL SOCIETY 

THE CASTLE HILL ANNEXE PROJECT 

SUMMARY REPORT 

Excavations 29th March - 26th April 2017 

Background 

Between the 29th March and the 26th April, members of the Society participated in small-scale 

excavations within the so-called annexe of the hillfort, an area to the north-east of the hillfort 

proper, outside the Scheduled Area (Figs 1 & 2). The purpose of the excavations was to investigate 

areas and features that had previously been excavated by W.J. Varley in 1947, with a view to 

clarifying the nature and date of what he recorded. The re-evaluation of this area was also aided by 

topographical and geophysical survey carried out in the last 25 years. 

An excavation method statement, endorsed by both Historic England and WYAAS, had originally 

proposed investigations in three areas, which were to be stripped with the assistance of a 

mechanical excavator supplied by the farmer. However, due to wet weather at the beginning of the 

project it was not safe to deploy the machine and so the scope of the work was reduced to two 

hand-dug trenches. These trenches targeted a linear earthwork bank, which Varley had supposed 

represented the north-eastern defences of the ‘annexe’ (Varley’s Trench 18), and an area of curious 

geophysical anomalies that fell within an area of Varley’s Trench 17, in which he had claimed to have 

found a sunken-floored structure of Iron Age/medieval date. 

The search for the sunken-floored structure 

The only internal feature reported by Varley from his 1947 excavations in the annexe was a two-

celled sunken floored structure in Trench 17, which he interpreted as being of Iron Age date, re-used 

in the medieval period. It seems likely that Varley’s positioning of his Trench 17 was for the purpose 

of investigating visible earthworks, particularly as this was a departure from his strategy (at that 

time) of targeting the earthworks of the supposed defensive circuit. 

The investigation of the Trench 17 area (HDAS’s Trench 17A), targeted an area between two 

depressions which were believed to be a consequence of subsided backfill in Varley’s trenches. 

However, the removal of the turf and topsoil revealed a trench pattern that is inconsistent with that 

recorded by Varley. Rather, excavations revealed a series of narrow slit trenches, one stepped to a 

depth of 1.2m, which had been loosely backfilled with natural sandstone flags (Figs 3 & 4). The 

earliest finds from these features were of 19th-century date, and would suggest that they had been 

infilled well before Varley took an interest in the area. In positioning the 2017 excavation between 

the two earthwork depressions, it was thought that the investigation would reveal an unexcavated 

area, close to the place where Varley recorded his sunken-floored structure, but this was clearly not 



the case and it is now considered that the 1947 trench lay further to the north-west. What the 

encountered slit trenches actually represent is open to speculation, but their form and the date of 

the finds from them suggests that they had not been dug as part of Varley’s campaign. It is 

conceivable that Varley saw the subsidence resulting from some of these trench fills and interpreted 

them as being earlier in date than they actually are. The slit trenches probably account for the 

geophysical anomalies found in this part of the site, and it is conceivable that they might represent 

prospection excavations related to an adjacent quarry. Interestingly, whilst Varley’s drawn record of 

his sunken-floored structure in Trench 17 is quite persuasive, his photographs reveal a site more 

consistent with the results of small-scale quarrying. However, other undocumented explanations 

cannot be discounted. One explanation could be the use of the site by the military. One possibility is 

WW1 practice trenches, as were, for example, encountered at Old Oswestry hillfort. Whilst there is 

no known records for such WW1 activity on Castle Hill, the military’s interest in the site can be 

demonstrated for a much earlier period. In 1825 the army used the hilltop for night-time 

manoeuvres, as reported in the Huddersfield Chronicle (Note 1), but whether this involved ground 

disturbances is unknown.  

Investigating the annexe defences 

Varley’s report of his excavation through the supposed annexe defences (Trench 18), recorded a 

bank retained by both inner and outer revetments, which he interpreted as an Iron Age box rampart, 

similar to those recorded around the hillfort proper. To the north-east of his rampart he recorded 

the existence of a shallow ditch, with a burnt deposit at its base. This evidence was used to make a 

persuasive case (albeit undated) for the existence of an Iron Age annexe, an interpretation that was 

not tested when Varley returned to Castle Hill for his final campaign between 1969 and 1972. The 

Society’s 2017 investigation of the same earthwork (Trench 18A), was to the north of Varley’s 

investigation. It revealed an earth bank that had been consolidated by stones, but only on its south-

western face (Figs 5 & 6), with no evidence for a box rampart. Moreover, the earth that formed the 

bank was seemingly derived from the two ditches found running along the south-western side of the 

earthwork, there clearly being no evidence for an outer ditch. 

The 2017 excavation has demonstrated that the earthwork and ditches were actually much later 

than Varley supposed. Well stratified pottery sherds from the core of the bank and one of the ditch 

fills has been dated by Dr Chris Cumberpatch to between the 11th and 13th centuries. As these were 

the only finds from these features, it is reasonable to suppose that the bank and ditches are 

medieval or later in date. Interestingly, a medieval or early post-medieval date is consistent with the 

earthwork’s correspondence to a boundary shown on William Senior’s 1634 map of Almondbury 

(Fig. 7), where it seems to reflect a boundary separating the lands around Castle Hill (part of the 

Ramsden estate), from the common pasture. 

The Finds 

Apart from the medieval pottery, most of the finds recovered in 2017 reflect the recreational use 

this part of Castle Hill saw in the 18th, 19th and early 20th centuries, before it was fenced off for 

grazing livestock. These finds predominantly comprise fragments of ceramic vessels and clay tobacco 

pipes, with lesser quantities of vessel glass and metalwork. There were also a small number of plastic 

items, including two mid-20th century Huddersfield Corporation transport tokens, the values of 

which were 2d and 3d (Fig. 8). 
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Fig. 1. An extract for the first edition OS mapping of 1854 

 

 

Fig.2. Locations of the 2017 trenches (17A and 18A) 



 

Fig. 3. Intersection of two slit trenches (Trench 17A, looking SW), Photo: I. Roberts 

 

Fig. 4. Stone flags filling the lower part of one of the slit trenches (Trench 17A: looking NE). Photo: I. Roberts 

 



 

Fig. 5. The section through earthwork and ditches (Trench 18A: looking NE). Photo: I. Roberts 

 

Fig. 6. Close up of the section through the earthwork bank. (Trench 18A: looking NE: Photo: I. Roberts 

 



 

Fig.7. Extract from William Senior’s 1634 ‘Map of Almondbury’  

Permission granted by West Yorkshire Archive Service Kirklees, KCZ0016 DD/RE 

 

       

        

Fig. 8. Two Huddersfield Corporation transport tokens. The upper 2d token was originally blue. Photos: I. 

Roberts 



Note 1. Extract from the Huddersfield Chronicle, 25th March 1825  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Note 2. The participating members of the Society: 

L. Beever  J. Hodgson  
J. Bowen  G. Hoyle  
A. Brooke  R. Logue  
N. Brook B. Moss  
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J. Cross  G. Naylor  
P. Dewsbury  A. Nocon  
A. Derych  I. Roberts  
C. Dunn  M. Shaw  
B. Hobson  J. Smithson  
T. Ellis  R. Stocks  
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