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T
he north Shropshire hamlet 
of Tilley, lying around 2km 
south of the market town 
of Wem and 12km north 
of the county town of 

Shrewsbury, may only be small, but it has 
a wealth of historic buildings that belies 
its size. Numerous medieval and early 
post-medieval timber-framed houses 
line its Main Street, a single thoroughfare 
that links Tilley with neighbouring 

Witch marks, medieval recycling,  
and 500 years of a Shropshire hamlet

Tilley’s timber 
time capsule
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One of the largest ongoing dendrochronology projects in the UK 
has revealed a wealth of information about 35 medieval and early 
post-medieval buildings in Tilley, a small hamlet in north Shropshire. 
George Nash, Alastair Reid, and Andy Moir explain further.

villages. Based on early 17th-century 
mapping and late 16th-century 
documentary evidence, there appears  
to have been little change in the village’s 
layout for at least five centuries.

For the last three years, this 
remarkable time capsule has formed 
the focus of the Tilley Timber Project, 
a Heritage Lottery Fund-supported 
initiative that has managed to 
establish dates for nearly all of Tilley’s 

timber-framed buildings, as well  
as a number of contemporary 
farmsteads in the wider parish, 
through dendrochronology (using tree 
rings to establish the age of timbers – 
see box on p.45). It was an ambitious 
undertaking, and key to its success was 
the willingness of local homeowners 
to grant our team permission to creep 
and crawl through their roof spaces 
and rooms looking for ideal timbers to 



TILLEY

sample. As fortune would have it, all 
the property owners were happy – and 
rather intrigued – to learn how this 
scientific method worked, and what  
it would reveal about their homes.  
The results have proven illuminating.

MAPPING THE PAST
The project was born in 2014, when 
we applied to the Heritage Lottery 
Fund to undertake a three-year 
dendrochronology project in Tilley. 
Although there have been numerous 
surveys of timber-framed buildings 
within Shropshire, this village 
had until then been completely 
overlooked, and we hoped to redress  
the balance. At the heart of our 
initiative was a group of 35 buildings 
that had not been previously 
researched or recorded, apart from 
descriptions created for some of  
the structures when they were  
granted listed status. 

We suspected that these structures 
could be earlier in date than was 
previously suspected, and as our 
preliminary research began, it became 
clear that at least 85% of the surviving 
buildings in Tilley, as well as a number 
of outlying farmsteads, were all present 
on an estate plan of 1631. Some of 
the buildings have been ‘modernised’ 
over the past 500 years, usually though 
the use of brick, but much of their 
principal timber-framing has remained 
– providing ideal in situ candidate 
timbers for dendrochronological 
sampling. These samples were taken  

by Dr Andy Moir, who undertook all 
the laboratory analysis.

The 1631 estate map – made from 
nine cow hides and housed within the 
Public Record Office – proved to be the 
essential documentary resource for this 
project: it not only covered buildings 
of this period, but also trackways, field 
holloways, common fields, and the 
remnants of a former medieval deer 
park and its associated buildings. It was 
a vital tool for our work, and one that 
attracted considerable local interest  
for the information that it held about 
early post-medieval Wem. 

It seemed very likely that many of 
Tilley’s buildings, or their elements, 
could be considerably earlier than this 
map, however. Tilley Hall, for example 
– a Grade II-listed farmhouse – had 
previously been dated to 1613 (that 
year is painted in 19th-century-style 
numerals on the lintel above the main 
entrance), but the truth proved to be 
more complex. Dendrochronological 
analysis on a number of in situ timbers 
within the house’s roof space revealed 
that the trees that these timbers had 
come from had been felled much 
earlier: in 1504. 

Tilley Hall was not the only structure 
that had used recycled timbers, 
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BELOW A drone image of Tilley and 
its surrounding medieval landscape. The 
village is home to numerous historic 
houses and one of the largest ongoing 
dendrochronology projects in the UK.

LEFT An estate map of 1631 proved to 
be the project’s key research tool. This 
section shows the early post-medieval 
core of the village.
BELOW Dendrochronology allows us to 
establish the age of timbers by analysing 
their tree rings. This is a core sample taken 
for the Tilley Timber Project, showing 
various tree rings. 
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identified were found in Tilley Manor 
and a terraced dwelling located close 
to the railway, recycled timbers with 
dates of 1385 and 1387 respectively. 
Sixteenth-century timbers occur 
particularly frequently throughout 
the house samples, especially from 
between 1561 and 1580, and the most 
significant spike occurs between 1616 
and 1618. 

The reason for this may lie within 
the historical record: during this 
latter period, the lady of the manor 
was making substantial investment 
in improving the fields that surround 
Tilley, including the installation of 
a complex drainage system, and the 
straightening of the nearby River 
Roden in order to make it navigable. 
Perhaps the hamlet’s houses saw a 
transformation at the same time. The 
latest dates to be obtained from our 
survey derive from a brick dwelling – 
Yew Tree Cottage – which produced 
two results: 1561 for its construction 
and 1771 for an inserted floor.  

Tree rings did not form the sole focus 
of our project, though. In conjunction 
with the dendrochronology 
survey, we also commissioned Terra 
Measurements Ltd to create laser scans 
(known as a ‘point-cloud survey’ of 

that this may have been a structure of 
rather lowly status – perhaps a farm 
outbuilding or merely a hovel, which 
might explain why it was overlooked 
by the cartographer.

HIDDEN DETAILS
Place-name evidence suggests that 
there has been a settlement at Tilley 
since the early medieval period, and 
the results of our dendrochronology 
survey have revealed several 
prominent spikes in the village’s 
500-year timber-framing record. 
The earliest dated timbers that we 

probably taken from earlier buildings 
that once stood on the same site or 
close by. In one such house, which 
was previously believed to be part of a 
19th-century brick terrace, we found 
timbers dating from the early 16th 
century, together with two sets of 
curious late 14th-century cruck-timber 
frames. These latter features comprise 
curved timbers, usually one of a pair of 
‘blades’ that form the pitch of the roof 
and meet at its apex.  Our field survey 
uncovered further evidence of recycled 
cruck blades in a number of barns, 
bearing significantly earlier dates than 
the surrounding sampled structural 
timbers. Cruck timbers are thought to 
represent one of the oldest traditions 
of timber-framing, with their use 
spanning the 12th-16th centuries,  
and being particularly prominent 
within the Marches between England 
and Wales.    

Interestingly, while Tilley Hall 
appears on the 1631 estate map, the 
brick terrace building containing 
the cruck frame is not, despite its 
apparently early origin. We suggest 

LEFT Numerals above the door of Tilley 
Hall place the building’s construction in 
1613, but dendrochronology has revealed 
far earlier timbers within its construction.

RIGHT This 19th-century façade hides  
the remains of an early 16th-century  
farm building or hovel within.

Cruck timbers are thought to be one of the  
oldest traditions of timber-framing, with their use  
spanning the 12th-16th centuries.
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This latter endeavour also saw us 
carrying out magnetometer and 
resistivity surveys in every garden in 
the village, as well as areas in the Tilley 
hinterland where known buildings 
once stood. Once again, the 1631 
estate map proved invaluable: with 
its help we were able to make sense 
of a number of distinctive anomalies 
that had been identified by the 
geophysics team. Among these were the 
remains of a substantial building that 
had been demolished to make way 
for the Shrewsbury to Crewe railway 
line (which opened in 1858), as well as 
a cluster of buildings that had once 

houses like Tilley Hall that have seen 
numerous episodes of renovation and 
reshaping. We also used drones to 
map the long strips of reused land, or 
‘burgage plots’, whose footprints can 
still be seen in the central part of the 
village, and to examine cropmarks in 
seach of the location of ‘lost’ houses.

selected buildings, allowing us to 
produce millimetre-accurate scaled 
3D digital images of the structures (see 
CA 327). This work was supported by 
a series of aerial and rooftop surveys 
using cutting-edge drone technology 
– something that also helped to 
establish building phases in complex 

In 1919, Andrew Douglass completed the first tree-ring 
chronology through his work with yellow pine in the south-
west of the United States, securing his position as the ‘father’ 
of dendrochronology. The Laboratory for Tree-ring Research 
at the University of Arizona, Tuscan, continued this reseach, 
eventually producing a bristlecone-pine chronology running 
back to beyond 6000 BC. It was not until the 1980s, though, 
that Mike Baillie and co-workers from Queen’s University 
Belfast completed the first oak long-reference chronology in 
Europe (see CA 73). Long-reference chronologies have now 
been established across Europe, and dendrochronologists are 
routinly able to date archaeological oak timbers with great 
precision, going back to 7700 BC.

How does this analysis work? The width of  
a tree’s growth rings varies from year to year, 
so that any series containing at least 50 rings  
has a unique pattern of narrow and wide rings. 
We now know in detail the pattern of rings 
shown by oak trees in England for at least the 
last 2,000 years (and work is in progress on 
other species, including pine, beech, and yew), 
meaning that it is possible to place sampled 
timbers within this series. 

In standing buildings, tree-ring dating typically 
involves small cores of wood being taken from 
structural timbers. Once sanded to a polished 
finish, these samples show the pattern of rings 
laid down during the lifetime of the trees from 
which the timbers were cut. When this pattern 
is then compared with ‘reference chronologies’, 

it is often possible to identify the felling date of the trees with 
astonishing accuracy. Where bark is present, it is possible to 
give a precise year, and sometimes even the season in which 
the tree was cut down. We know that oak was almost always 
used ‘green’ (unseasoned – that is, it was only felled and 
prepared when required) in buildings, so we can establish 
construction dates with considerable confidence. The sampled 
medieval buildings of Tilley, and those scattered throughout 
the wider parish, were no exception to this.

What is dendrochronology?

BELOW Dr Andy Moir taking dendrochronological samples in 
the roof space of Brook Cottage, Tilley.

LEFT Laser scans were used to create this 
point-cloud image of the heart of the village.

➡
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also known as assembly or marriage 
marks, were left by carpenters to 
guide their work during the building’s 
construction, and examining them 
proved fascinating. We identified a wide 
range of frame numbering systems, from 
simple pairings of tool marks or Roman 
numerals, to much more complex stave 
runes and multi-element location marks. 

These latter forms combined both 
details of numerical progression and 
unique positional information, and 
where different sets of marks had 
been used within a single structure, 
it was often possible to draw further 
conclusions about the sequence in 
which the building was put together. 
Some timbers also bore traces of how 
they had been prepared, squared off, and 
cut into lengths – we found evidence of 
both trestle-sawn and pit-sawn timbers, 
with the trestle-sawn beams generally 
associated with earlier buildings.  

One of our most exciting  
discoveries, though, was the use  
of Arabic numerals on a wall plate 
dated dendrochronologically to 1504. 
Such figures are relatively rare for this 
period, probably because they take 
more time and effort to carve than 

stood on the periphery of a nearby 
medieval deer park. This park is also 
depicted on the 1631 map, which 
indicates that at this time over 50%  
of the park had been cleared of its 
timber. It seems entirely probable  
that much of this wood had ended  
up in the buildings of Tilley.

SYMBOLIC SCRATCHES 
AND SCORCHMARKS
There was one more strand to our 
investigation: while examining the 
house timbers for suitable sampling 
points, we also recorded all visible 
carpenters’ marks, witch marks, and 
flame marks. The former etchings, 

The 1631 estate 
map also proved 
invaluable in making 
sense of anomalies 
identified through 
geophysical survey. 
It shows a series 
of now-lost houses 
(one of them is 
depicted here) on 
the periphery of a 
medieval park (LEFT). 
The park has been 
denuded of over half 
its trees (ABOVE) 
– some of which 
probably ended up as 
part of Tilley’s timber-
framed houses.

RIGHT One of the more elaborate 
pairs of carpenters’, or assembly, marks 
identified during the survey; it was found 
in the roof space of Tilley Hall.
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the other academic, while a more public 
legacy will be left in the form of two 
display boards that will be erected at 
either end of the village – one more 
initiative to help chart the historic 
development of one of England’s 
forgotten settlements. 

development and history of Tilley.  
We were also very pleased with the local 
community’s interest in, and support 
for, the project, which saw  
local youth organisations helping  
us to record the main timber-framed 
features of each building using tick-box 
surveys. These have now been entered 
on the online Building Archaeological 
Research Database – a resource located 
at www.buildingarchaeology.com, 
which contains records of over 13,500 
buildings, searchable for free.

Looking to the future, the project 
will culminate in the production of two 
publications, one for popular interest, 

simple tool marks, and fewer than a 
dozen other early examples are known 
so far in England – making their 
discovery in Tilley an intriguing and 
exciting addition to this field of study.   

Other marks were more protective 
than practical – among them, blackened 
patches known as flame or taper marks. 
These isolated scorched spots were seen 
burnt into the centre of the beam above 
the fireplace in two Tilley buildings, 
and they are thought to have been 
intended to ward off evil spirits. Similar 
motivations might be ascribed to the 
complex etchings known as witch marks; 
some ornate examples of ‘daisy wheels’, 
were seen in two of Tilley’s barns, large 
circles resembling dreamcatchers that 
had been inscribed into the centre of the 
roof trusses’ tie beam.

FOR FUTURE REFERENCE
We are thrilled with the outcome of 
this research, which has recorded the 
various timber-framing traditions 
associated with this unique building 
cluster for the first time, collating data 
that will help researchers and historians 
to gain a better understanding of the 

Further information
You can find further details about the 
project on the Tilley Timber Project’s 
Facebook page, as well as at http://
tilleytimberproject.co.uk/. For more 
information about tree-ring dating, and 
Dr Andy Moir’s dendrochronological 
work, visit www.tree-ring.co.uk.

RIGHT This inscribed circle, found in a  
barn belonging to Tilley Hall, is thought  
to be a ‘witch mark’, intended to ward off  
evil and protect the building’s contents.

LEFT Many 
of the timber-
framed buildings 
depicted on the 
1631 estate map 
still stand today, 
including Brook 
Farm, shown 
here. It was once 
two cottage units.
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