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Introduction

This paper emphasises the range of archaeological remains for this period in Birmingham and adjoining areas, relating to buildings, industry and the rural landscape. It is intended as an adjunct to John Hemingway’s paper for this period. 

Buildings in town and country

Information about structures of this period is derived principally from detailed recording and dendrochronological sampling of surviving buildings, with a lesser contribution as yet from excavation. Dendrochronological, stylistic, and epigraphic dating of timber-framed buildings in the area suggests that there was substantial new building or rebuilding around 1600. Estimated felling dates have been obtained by dendrochronology for timbers in several close-studded buildings:  Blakesley Hall, Birmingham(1590), Oak House, West Bromwich(1604), Hill House, West Bromwich(1601), West Bromwich Manor House gatehouse(1591). Reused timber at Blakesley Hall and Oak House suggests rebuilding of an earlier structure, and at Monyhull Hall the 18th century brick walls of a barn replaced original timber walls supporting a timber roof which was stylistically dateable to between 1550 and 1650. The roof timbers used in the roof were from trees felled between 1466 and 1501 so had been reused. Stratford House in Birmingham, another close-studded structure, has the date 1601 inscribed on it. Recording at Sheldon Hall revealed that the central range whose roof is dendronologically dated to 1617-19 was inserted between two 16th century wings, replacing an earlier range. Barns at Oak House, Primrose Hill Farm and Blakesley Hall are stylistically 17th century.

During the 17th century brick replaced timber as the normal building material in Birmingham and the surrounding area, although brickwork at Hay Hall in Birmingham may date to the middle of the 16th century, refacing an earlier timber frame. Aston Hall, the first substantial brick building in the area, was constructed between 1618 and 1635, and other brick buildings such as Peddimore Hall and Wiggins Hill Farm were constructed in the later 17th century.

Well-preserved post-medieval remains revealed in excavation at Sandwell Priory in West Bromwich showed how the monastic buildings had been adapted following its suppression in 1525. In about 1600 the former east range was partitioned in timber and a brick fireplace added. In the middle or later 17th century brick floors replaced earth floors inside the former east range and another fireplace was installed. A timber building erected on the rubble of the demolished priory church was replaced in the later 17th century by a walled garden, cobbled yard and line of brick stalls. At the beginning of the 18th century a new building, Sandwell Hall, still incorporated the former eastern range of the priory but also extended to its east. 

Excavations around Aston Hall have revealed former walls, buildings and garden terraces. In front of the house, discovery of the footings of a wall joining two lodges confirms that the house was originally entered through a courtyard, as shown on a 17th century drawing. The Stable Court to the north of the main house was another courtyard with the stable on the east, which still survives, and another range on its north which was demolished in the 19th century. 

Industry

Excavations in Birmingham city centre have revealed evidence for a range of industries in this period, including metalworking, leather tanning, boneworking, hemp and flax retting, and brick, tile and pottery manufacture. Archaeological remains of the documented early post-medieval pottery industry have been found in Wednesbury.  

After an apparent lull in activity in the 15th and 16th centuries, the 17th century seems to have been a particularly busy period in the Bull Ring part of Birmingham. At Park Street, most of the evidence for metalworking is early post-medieval and consists of iron smithing, represented by smithing hearth bases and vitrified hearth lining, and casting brass and other copper alloys and pewter, represented by residues in crucibles. It is particularly concentrated in an group of concave pits towards the rear of the site, which like similar pits at Moor Street and Edgbaston Street, are likely to have been lined furnaces. Water-filled pits at Park Street may have been for quenching forged metal. Crucibles from the Birmingham Moat site had copper zinc residues, and a smithing hearth bottom and slag were found in High Street Bordesley.

Birmingham’s leather tanning industry continued into the post-medieval period. A 17th century tannery was excavated in Floodgate Street adjacent to the River Rea and near the Custard Factory on the other side of the river there were five successive 18th century tanning pits. Offcuts at Park Street indicate a bone industry, manufacturing knife handles. Hemp seeds, pollen and stalks from Park Street, the post-medieval fill of Birmingham Moat and a 17th or 18th century pool or water channel near the River Rea Street are evidence for retting and indicate a rope industry. Two plank-lined tanks at Parks Street may have been used for textile processing.

Pits in Heath Mill Lane and High Street Bordesley were being infilled in the 17th century, and were therefore disused then. They were probably dug to extract clay for brick or tile manufacture. However, wasters from Floodgate Street show that flower pots were made here in the 18th century and a saggar was found in an 18th century context at High Street Bordesley. Wednesbury’s pottery industry originated in the medieval period. Wasters of its 16th to 18th century products, Cistercian ware, blackware, yellow wares and coarseware jars and pancheons, have been found on various sites around the town centre. Part of a 17th century kiln was found in Market Place and pits and saggars were found in Ridding Lane. Fragments of clay pipe muffle kilns were found at the Birmingham Moat site. 

Some of Birmingham’s many watermills originated as corn mills and were later converted for industrial use; others were built anew in the post medieval period as corn mills or specifically for industrial processes such as sharpening, grinding and polishing metal products, leather dressing and cloth fulling. Buildings survive at only a few of these but the pools, dams and leats still visible at many sites are substantial pieces of water engineering, such as the head race at New Hall Mill and the 18th century leats for Sarehole and Trittiford Mills which run parallel to the River Cole. Watermills in Sutton Park were all powered by a mill pool created by damming a stream, without any head races, and in each case there is a quarry at one end of the dam. At Hill Hook Mill, which originated in the 17th century, an earlier dam showed the extent of the original mill pool, which was enlarged in 1767. 

The rural landscape

Most of the water mills were originally in rural locations and provide a link between industry and rural land use. There is also archaeological evidence for peat-digging, woodland management, rabbit warrens and country house landscapes.

Although coal and to a much lesser extent wood were used as domestic fuels in this period, peat was also used on a small scale. Peat is up to a metre deep in the Longmoor Valley in Sutton Park and was dug from the Old Peat Pit, a hollow running at right angles to the Longmoor Brook, in the 18th century and presumably earlier. Much of Sutton Park’s woodland was managed as coppice from the 16th century onwards and was surrounded by banks and ditches, originally with hedges or fences on top of the banks, to exclude grazing animals. Virtually all of these boundaries survive, showing that the extent of the woodland enclosed in the 16th century corresponds closely to subdivisions of the medieval deer park. A low mound which overlies ridge and furrow on Hodge Hill Common is probably a pillow mound, a rare survivor in Birmingham of evidence for one use of the extensive heathlands which existed until the late 18th century. 

A country house landscape was investigated at Aston Hall, where trenches through garden terraces showed that they had been created by dumping soil on the existing surfaces. The soil came from the park further away from the house, where excavations revealed earth had been scraped away.  

Gaps in our knowledge of this period

Buildings

How extensive is the apparent new building or rebuilding in this period? 

How widespread was the use of brick in the early part of this period?

How many buildings of this period adapt or incorporate earlier structures? 

Industry

How do the range and location of industries relate to earlier and later periods?

How extensive was the pottery industry?

How many watermills and related features were built anew or adapted in this period? 

The rural landscape

How much evidence remains of rural land use in this period?

How did rural land use relate to earlier and later periods? 

Filling the gaps
In general, there needs to be a greater appreciation of the significance of the archaeological remains of this period in their own right and in understanding what preceded and succeeded them. The documentary evidence requires rigorous re-assessment.

Buildings:

Many more surviving buildings likely to incorporate remains of this period should be recorded in detail. The value of dendrochronology for this period has been amply demonstrated. Although not all buildings will have suitable timbers, sampling and dating timber buildings and timber roofs of brick buildings will test and refine assumed stylistic dating. The opportunity for excavation of buildings of this period should be taken where it arises.

Industry:

The potential for surviving features and residues likely to provide information on industry in his period needs to be better appreciated. Project designs must ensure that residues are fully retrieved and analysed.

The rural landscape:  

Further identification and recording of earthworks in present open spaces is required.

