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Foreword

Located on a prominent hill set against the west Pennine edge, Stayley Hall has long been an iconic 

building in the Tameside landscape. This once proud and high status hall suffered, as many ancient 

halls in the Greater Manchester area did, from physical and economic decline in the industrial period. 

The building’s demise was hastened in the early 1990s by roof collapse and water ingress so that it 

became unsafe and required removal of the roof materials and internal timbers. This prompted a 

comprehensive programme of historic building survey and archaeological investigation, secured 

through the planning system, which has transformed our understanding of this fascinating historic 

building. Over a period of 25 years, the Royal Commission on the Historic Monuments of England, 

Greater Manchester Archaeological Unit, the University of Manchester Archaeological Unit and York 

Archaeological Trust have all carried out and reported significant pieces of investigation and recording.

This booklet presents the 

results of these studies 

in an easy-to-read 

and heavily illustrated 

format, in keeping with 

previous volumes in the 

Greater Manchester Past 

Revealed series. The hall 

and its outbuildings 

have been converted 

for modern residential use – preserving the exterior of the hall for the future. However, much of the 

original fabric of the hall, along with several outbuildings, has been lost during the period of decline and 

new development; the archaeological work has therefore been vital in creating an archive record of the 

historic buildings and below-ground archaeological remains. 

Norman Redhead, 
Heritage Management Director, Greater Manchester Archaeological Advisory Service

The front of Stayley Hall with farm buildings ranging along either side of the central 
courtyard. Photographed  during the RCHME survey in 1976 (© Historic England).

.3..3.

GMPR 20_Stayley Hall, Stalybridge_FINAL_.indd   3 31-Aug-18   4:11:27 PM



Here the timber-framed rear of the western annexe epitomizes the 
advanced state of decay Stayley Hall had fallen in to by the 1990's.

Introduction

Stayley Hall is a mid-16th century timber-framed manor house. It was built as the main residence of the 

lords of the manor of Stayley and was owned successively by the Asheton, Booth and Gray families, who 

were among the wealthiest and most powerful landowners in the north-west of England. The current 

Stayley Hall replaced an earlier building which once stood on the same site. The Hall has undergone a 

number of changes over time; in the early-17th century stone cladding was added to the external walls 

and, from the 18th century onwards, the building was re-purposed for use as part of a farm complex. 

.4..4.
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Emergency building recording by GMAU underway at the rear of Stayley Hall in 1993 (GMAAS archive).

The history of Stayley Hall has more recently been overshadowed by its descent into a chronic state 

of disrepair. The building was last inhabited in the early decades of the 1900s and slowly deteriorated 

from then onwards. The historic importance of the Hall was recognised in 1966 when it became a listed 

building, by which date its decay was ‘well established’. The first detailed archaeological survey was 

undertaken by the Royal Commission on the Historical Monuments of England  in 1976. By then the 

roof of the western wing was in a poor condition, although it was still possible to access the whole 

structure. 

The Hall is one of several Tudor manor houses surviving across Greater Manchester, Lancashire, and 

Cheshire. Listed building status was granted to both Stayley Hall (Grade II*) and the barn range to  its 

south-east (Grade II) in 1966.  Later, in 1986, the barn range to the south was also listed at Grade II.

.5..5.
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In 1993 emergency building recording had to be undertaken by the Greater Manchester Archaeological 

Unit after a partial collapse of the western wing. This work also involved the removal of the roof 

trusses and other internal timbers from within the Hall which were stored for later recording. Further 

survey work on the ground floor of the Hall was undertaken in 1995 by the University of Manchester 

Archaeological Unit, as part of the Tameside Archaeological Survey. However, by this date the rest of

The partially collapsed western wing in 1993 (GMAAS archive). 

the structure was too dangerous to enter. At the turn of the 21st century, the Hall was identified as one 

of the most ‘at risk’ historic buildings in England. The roof and upper floors of the main Hall structure 

had collapsed.

.6..6.
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Excavating trench 8 in 2003.

* note: Trenches 4 -6 were not opened due to health and safety concerns
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Between 2003 and 2012, York 

Archaeological Trust carried out a survey 

of the standing structures across the 

Stayley Hall complex and a programme 

of archaeological excavations  ahead 

of the re-development of the site. 

The archaeological and architectural 

evidence, in conjunction with the 

documentary research, has shed new 

light on the development of the complex 

from the medieval period to the present 

day. .7..7.
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The late medieval manor of Stayley

The medieval manor of Stayley lay to the east of the River Tame in the area now known as the Metropolitan 

Borough of Tameside. In the 12th century it formed part of the Lordship of Longdale, within the north-

eastern edge of Cheshire. In 1200-03, the manor was granted by the Lord of Longdale to the Staveleys, 

a local gentry family.

Chrisopher Saxton’s 1579 ‘Atlas of the Counties of England and Wales’. 
Detail showing the location of ‘Stalay Hall’ in north-eastern Cheshire.

 (Copyright of The University of Manchester).

.8..8.
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By the mid-15th century, the manor of 

Stayley was in the ownership of Ralph 

Staveley, the last in the male line. In 

1456, he bequeathed the manor to his 

daughter and heiress Elizabeth. It was 

his wish that she should marry Thomas 

Ashton, the son and heir of John de 

Ashton, landholder of the neighbouring 

manor of Ashton. The union of Elizabeth 

and Thomas, who were married in 1457, 

joined together the estates of the Staveley 

and the Ashton families. 

Thomas Ashton died in 1515 and the 

manor of Stayley followed the line of 

descent of the manor of Ashton, passing 

to the Booths of Dunham Massey who 

were one of the wealthiest and most 

powerful landowners in Cheshire. In 

1540, the estate was inherited by William 

Booth, who was subsequently knighted 

and made High Sherriff of Chester in 

1570. 

Phase plan showing the development of the Stayley Hall 
complex from the mid-16th to late 19th centuries.
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Reproduction based on an original plan of the manor of Stayley dated to c.1580. Stayley Hall is highlighted in yellow. 
(After LRO DDX 350/21, reproduced with the permission of the County Archivist, Lancashire Records Office).
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The Inquisition post mortem of Sir William Booth, dated 18th January 1579/80, reported that the 

manor of Stayley comprised 300 Cheshire acres of land, 40 Cheshire acres of meadow, one watermill 

and one fulling mill. 

A plan of the manor of Stayley, dated to c.1580 (page 10), shows Stayley Hall in its surrounding 

landscape. The Hall is located on a spur of land at the confluence of the River Tame and the Mill Brook, 

a site with impressive views across the manor and beyond. To the west, the land falls steeply down to 

the River Tame, which meant that the site was naturally defensive.

Stayley Hall viewed from the north-west and looking beyond to moorland rising up across the horizon.  
The land to the rear of the hall complex, where the pylon is sited, falls steeply towards the River Tame. 

(GMAAS archive).

.11..11.
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A medieval manor was a territorial unit of 

lordship that usually comprised a manor 

house, land and other economic resources. 

The manor varied in size and complexity, and 

often included fisheries, mills or mineral rights. 

A lord enjoyed various economic, legal and 

customary rights over the manorial land and 

its resources. Some of the land on the manor, 

known as the demesne, was allocated for the 

lord’s own use. Other land was allocated to a 

dependent peasantry, who delivered various 

rents and services to the lord for the privilege of 

working the land. The manor house was at the 

administrative centre of the manor, where the 

lord would hold a court. Its size, appearance and 

layout varied depending on the status of the lord.

The Medieval Manor

Detail of the Stayley Hall complex from the original 
plan of Stayley manor, c.1580 (LRO DDX 350/21).

A working medieval landscape. Ridge and furrow near Stayley Hall (GMAAS archive). .12..12.
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The medieval manor house before Stayley Hall

Constructed in the mid-16th century, Stayley Hall was built comparatively late on in the history of the 

manor of Stayley. Documentary evidence suggests that it was not the first manor house to oversee the 

estate. The earliest known reference to a manor house is dated to 1343, when ‘le chaumbur’ of Robert de 

Stavelegh was mentioned in the Cheshire puture rolls. In a set of rentals and accounts belonging to Sir 

Ralph Staveley dating from 1399-1420, the manor house was referred to as ‘the new halle’. It is unclear 

whether Sir Ralph Staveley’s accounts refer to the same building as the one mentioned in 1343, or if it 

had been completely re-built between these two dates.

Trench 21, remains of wall beneath the present day Stayley Hall.

.13..13.
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It is likely that the former manor house 

was situated near to, or on the same site 

as, the mid-16th century Stayley Hall. 

Excavations immediately to the east of 

the Hall (trench 21) uncovered a series of 

foundation walls for an earlier building. 

The foundation walls comprised shallow, 

coarsely-worked sandstone fragments 

and flat pebbles. These footings would 

not have been able to carry the weight of 

a stone building, and are more likely to 

have formed the dwarf walls of a lighter, 

timber-framed structure. These features 

can only be tentatively dated, though it 

is probable that they relate to the earlier, 

14th century manor house. 

Phase plan of  early structures uncovered in trench 21.
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Excavations to the north-west of Stayley Hall 

also identified a large ditch which appeared 

to run around the north-west corner of 

the site (trenches 14, 16 and 17). A second 

possible ditch was also identified (trench 

16), suggesting that there may have been two 

ditches with a bank in between. A sample of 

charred material was taken from the larger of 

the two ditches for analysis. 

Radio carbon dating confirmed that they 

were dug either shortly before, or during, 

the period 1280 to 1410. These dates suggest 

that the ditches were contemporary with an 

earlier structure on this site.

Trench 16, an excavated section through the potential medieval ditches.

Land to the rear of Stayley Hall where  medieval ditches 
were identified during excavation (GMAAS archive).

.15..15.
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The Stayley manor house was built in a highly visible location on a spur of land over the Tame Valley. A 

similar, although more elevated, prominent position on a hillcrest had been used for the site of nearby 

Buckton Castle during the late 12th century or early 13th century. This stone castle lay to the east on the 

moors above Stayley and was probably built by the Earl of Chester. Buckton Castle was abandoned soon 

after its construction and, in 1360, was described as a ruin. This would have meant that Stayley Hall, 

in its various incarnations, would have been the most prominent and important building in this part of 

the Tame Valley.

It was also a defendable 

site. The ditches 

identified in excavation 

would probably have 

been situated in front 

of a wall or fence. The 

c.1580 plan of the manor 

of Stayley  shows that 

the Hall was surrounded 

to the north-west by a 

high stone or timber 

palisade fence, roughly 

in the same position as 

the ditches uncovered 

in the 2003 excavation. 

This boundary structure 

would have acted as a barrier to humans and animals alike. Several place-names to the east and south 

of the manor of Stayley contain the word ‘park’, suggesting that there may have once been a larger area 

of parkland surrounding the estate, perhaps for deer.

Archaeological excavations underway at Buckton Castle in 2009. 
(University of Salford).
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New fashions in the homes of the Gentry, 1500-1700

From the mid-16th century onwards, many older medieval manor houses were demolished and replaced 

with new dwellings which incorporated the latest fashions in domestic architecture, or were extended 

and re-designed to be more in keeping with changing tastes of the time. Gentry families developed 

tastes for elaborate and highly-decorative timber-framing, two-storey house plans without open halls, 

and a greater number of rooms with specialised functions. House design was also moving towards 

greater social segregation; the activities of the family were increasingly separated from the servants and 

the rest of the estate.

Dukinfield Hall and chapel, 1794 (University of Salford).

.17..17.
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New fashions in the homes of the Gentry, 1500-1700

In the late medieval period, the 

houses of manorial lords were 

focused on an open hall, which was 

usually two or three bays in length 

and flanked by one or two multi-

storey wings containing service 

rooms or private apartments, and 

arranged to form a T-shaped or 

H-shaped plan. The term ‘open 

hall’ indicates that the room was 

open to the roof timbers. The 

hall was heated by a hearth in the 

centre of the floor, with the smoke 

leaving through a louvred opening 

in the roof. The open hall played 

an important role in contemporary 

society, where guests and 

visitors were received and the 

administrative duties of the estate 

were carried out. 

The Great Hall at Barley Hall in York 
looking towards the high table. 

Note the edge-set tile hearth 
in the centre of the room. 

The Late Medieval Open Hall

.18..18.
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The rest of the house was arranged around the 

lower and upper ends of the hall. The main 

entranceway was positioned at the lower end, 

which opened into a passageway that ran along 

the end of the hall to a second entrance opposite. 

The passageway is sometimes referred to as a 

cross-passage or screens passage, a term which 

derived from a portable timber screen that often 

was placed across the hall to separate it from the 

passage. Attached to the lower end of the open 

hall was a wing occupied at ground-floor level by 

service rooms. These rooms included a pantry 

and a buttery, each accessed by a doorway in 

the end wall of the open hall. Sometimes a third 

doorway led into a kitchen. 

The upper end of the hall was reserved for 

the lord and his family, who at meal times 

sat at a high table raised on a dais. A second 

wing attached to this end of the hall served as 

their private accommodation. The two wings 

to either side of the hall were often floored 

over and the upper floor of the service wing 

was sometimes used for additional private 

accommodation, or as a guest room.

Screen passage at Chatham’s (GMAAS archive).

Schematic diagram of a late medieval open hall.
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In Greater Manchester, over 

half of the halls known to 

date from the period 1500 

to 1700 were built on a site 

close to an older, demolished 

manor house. At nearby 

Dukinfield Hall, for example, 

archaeological excavations 

have shown that a 14th-

century structure was taken 

down in the 16th century and 

replaced by an L-shaped, two-

storey timber building with a 

ground-floor hall and a great 

chamber above. 

A similar pattern of rebuilding was found at Denton Hall, also in Tameside. The remains of a timber-

framed medieval hall were identified during the excavations of a large courtyard complex dating to the 

16th and 17th centuries .

Denton Hall excavations by the University of Manchester Archaeology Unit in 1990 (GMAAS archive).

Archaeological excavation at Dukinfield Old Hall Chapel 
by GMAU in 1982 (© GMAU).

.20..20.
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The medieval manor houses at Bramall Hall and 

Wythenshawe Hall in Greater Manchester, Rufford 

Old Hall in Lancashire, Speke Hall in Merseyside and 

Little Moreton Hall in Cheshire were all altered and 

extended during this period. The new designs included 

elevations which displayed square and diagonally-

set panelling, quatrefoils and close-studding, coved 

eaves and jetties. Floors were inserted into open 

halls to create new spaces at first floor level, often 

known as the hall chamber, and central hearths were 

replaced with chimneystacks at the side of the room. 

New chambers were added in cross-wings and private 

dining rooms became more common, usually at the upper end of the hall. Long galleries also became   

fashionable. 

Stayley Hall is one of the earliest 

known manor houses in Greater 

Manchester to have been constructed 

as a complete replacement of an older 

structure. The new building was 

probably commissioned by William 

Booth, later Sir William Booth, as his 

main residence. He was evidently very 

fond of the building and its location, 

choosing to live there rather than 

on his other estate at Dunham near 

Altrincham.

Bramall Hall, Stockport (GMAAS archive).

Little Moreton Hall 1820’s. 
Engraved from a drawing by John Sell Cotman 1782-1842. 

Image courtesy of Cheshire Archive and Local Studies, c06275.

.21..21.
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The c.1580 plan of the manor of Stayley depicts the newly-built Stayley Hall as a complex of highly-

decorated timber-framed buildings . Of these, only the Hall range (shown in green) and part of a further 

range to the west of this building (shown in blue) have survived. The Hall range can be identified by its 

five distinctive gables and the round-headed opening of the main doorway. The stonework added to the 

exterior of the building in the 17th century has replaced much of the original timber-framing shown in 

this image. Nevertheless, the original design and layout of the 16th century Stayley Hall can be pieced 

together from the standing remains examined as part of the building recording, and from the evidence 

uncovered during the archaeological excavations.

Hall Range 
West Range 
Buildings to north of Hall 
Palisade 

Detail of the Hall of the 1580 Stayley Manor plan 
(After LRO DDX 350/21, reproduced with the permission 

of the County Archivist, Lancashire Records Office).

The 16th century Stayley Hall Complex
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Ground floor plan of Stayley Hall on 
completion of c.1600 stone cladding
works showing location of elevations 
(pages 27 and 28).
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east wing

west wing
central hall

 The south exterior elevation of the Hall range was set 

out to a symmetrical design, with a central hall flanked by 

two projecting wings to the east and west, and a further 

two shorter projections at the front of the building to 

form a series of receding, or stepped, planes. The west 

of the two shorter projections was utilised as a porch for 

the main entrance. This provided access directly into 

the central hall. The Hall range was jettied on all of its 

external elevations. This is shown by the diagonal beams 

(known as dragon beams) which were set into the floor 

frame to support the outward projections.

The south exterior elevation of Stayley Hall from 
building survey work undertaken in 2003.

Remains of a dragon beam in the east wing 
supported with modern timbers.
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east wing

west wing
central hall

 

The central hall was a single-storey room with a hall chamber above at first-floor level. The services 

were located in the west wing, and the upper end was at the east. A chimney stack was positioned on 

the north wall of the hall, towards the upper end. A stair in the north-east corner of the hall provided 

access directly into the hall chamber above. The 

hall would have had a plaster ceiling (of which 

no evidence has survived) suspended on split 

oak laths nailed to the floor joists of the room 

above. A private dining room was located in the 

east wing. This room had a chimney stack to 

the east wall. A lath and plaster ceiling was also 

fixed in the hall chamber. At first floor level, 

further private rooms were situated in the east 

and west wings.

The chamber above the central hall accessed by a stairway in the 
north-east corner (© Historic England).

Wall Frame Panels

The wall panels of the timber-frame were 

made out of wattle and daub mounted on 

a frame of thin oak laths. The wattle and 

daub was then coated with several layers 

of plaster. The coarse lower plaster finish 

was light brown in appearance - possibly a 

mixture of lime and clay - and was scored 

diagonally to receive a finishing coat of fine 

white lime plaster.

Timber-framed wall in the Western Annexe  
at Stayley Hall (GMAAS archive).

.26..26.

GMPR 20_Stayley Hall, Stalybridge_FINAL_.indd   26 31-Aug-18   4:11:50 PM



BB B’B’AA A’A’

East facing partition wall of West Wing.

stone cladding 
c.1600

wattle & daub
panel infill

sill beamstone footing

lintel

door
way

lintel

door
way

traverse 
beam

cross rail

brick panel infill

.27..27.

GMPR 20_Stayley Hall, Stalybridge_FINAL_.indd   27 31-Aug-18   4:11:52 PM



BB B’B’

Section at west wall of East Wing.

ridge piece

principal rafter

purlincollar

queen strut stone cladding 
c.1600

purlin

rafter

tie beam

traverse 
beam

wattle & daub
panel infill

lintel

door
way

plaster
jamb

post

stud

sill beam
stone footing

.28..28.

GMPR 20_Stayley Hall, Stalybridge_FINAL_.indd   28 31-Aug-18   4:11:52 PM



Two doorways provided access into the service area in the west wing. There was no evidence of a fixed 

screen passage in this layout, though it is possible that a passageway was created through the use of a 

portable timber screen. The doorways into the service area in the west wing had Tudor-style arches, 

and retained the original iron pintles, or spikes, onto which the door hinges would have been fitted. The 

west wing was divided into two areas by a central passageway. The north of the two doorways provided 

direct access into one of the service areas. The south of the two doorways led into a central passageway, 

which provided access into the range to the west of the Hall (shown in blue on the c.1580 plan, page 22).

The surviving component of the western annexe 

comprised a two-storey, three-bay timber-framed 

service building that was set at an angle to the main 

building. In the space between the western annexe and 

the Hall range was a large stone chimney stack and a 

staircase tower. The chimney stack was constructed 

out of coursed rubble on a stone plinth. To the south 

of the plinth was a crudely-built salt cupboard. The 

staircase tower gave direct access from the service area 

to the rooms above.

 

Unusually, the jetty on the external elevations of the 

east and west wings was also carried around onto the 

internal elevations. The inclusion of this feature meant 

that the east and west wings were wider at first floor 

level than they were at ground floor level, and the hall 

chamber was narrower than the hall below. Exterior 

jettying was extremely fashionable in buildings of 

The southern, exterior face, of the 
chimney stack in the western annexe.
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this date, though the purpose of the 

internal jetty at Stayley Hall is unclear. 

In this arrangement, the wall posts 

of the timber frame at first-floor level 

did not correspond with the wall 

posts at ground-floor level, causing 

weaknesses in the structure of the 

building. This was to prove disastrous 

when the building fell into neglect in 

the mid-20th century.

The design and layout of the building 

exhibited many of the contemporary 

fashions in the houses of the local 

gentry. These included the elaborately-

framed symmetrical façade and 

imposing front elevation. Similar 

façades can be seen on 12 other halls 

in Cheshire, Greater Manchester and 

Lancashire; Speke and Wythenshawe 

Halls being notable examples. The 

increased privacy favoured in this 

period is shown by the internal 

features such as the floored central 

hall with its chimney stack, a separate 

dining room and a separate staircase 

for servants. 

The rusted remains of small 

iron hooks surrounded by 

scorch marks suggest that 

the building was lit by rush 

lights. These were identified 

in the dining room in the east 

wing and next to the inner 

door of the porch, where rush 

lights were used to light the 

entranceway into the building.

Another intriguing possibility is that these may be 

apotropaic marks, deliberate scorching designed to 

protect the building by warding off evil spirits.

Scorch Marks

Wythenshawe Hall, Greater Manchester. 
The origins 0f the Hall, as at Stayley Hall, date to the 

16th century (GMAAS archive). .30..30.

GMPR 20_Stayley Hall, Stalybridge_FINAL_.indd   30 31-Aug-18   4:11:53 PM



Structures in the wider complex

Many of the features identified in the structural remains of the building correspond with the c.1580 

sketch of Stayley Hall, showing that it is far from a fanciful drawing. The c.1580 plan of the manor of 

Stayley depicts a further set of buildings to the north of the Hall range (shown in orange and yellow). 

Excavations to the north of Stayley Hall (trenches 

2 and 13) uncovered the remains of a series of wall 

footings and floor surfaces which related to these 

buildings. 

 

In trench 2, the remains of two separate wall footings, 

on the same alignment as each other, appeared to 

have been part of the same structure (Building A). 

To the north of the trench, the footings for a wall 

aligned east-west was constructed out of sandstone 

blocks. A further wall to the south, aligned roughly 

north-south with a probable return to the 

east, was identified as a base for a sill beam. 

This wall was constructed out of large 

cobbles. Further evidence that they formed 

part of the same building was shown by the 

fact that they were both encountered at the 

same level, and appeared to enclose the 

remains of a flat, compacted floor surface.

In trench 13, the remains of two wall 

The north wall of Building A. 
The internal face of the wall is to the right.

Angled corner 
of building B

West end of 
Building A

Stayley Hall

T.2

T.12

T.13

.31..31.
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foundations appeared to meet at an angle of roughly 70 degrees (Building B). The north-east wall 

foundation consisted of large cobbles. The width and nature of the walls suggested that it supported a 

timber-framed structure. The remains of the south-east end wall comprised a robbed-out construction 

cut. Between these two walls was a compacted floor surface.  Further evidence for floor surfaces, a post-

hole, a post-pad, and a possible drainage gully also point to an additional building in trench 12.

Excavations to the south of the Hall range also 

uncovered evidence for landscaping outside of the 

main entrance in the form of a pebble yard surface. 

In trenches 9 and 15, the rammed pebble surface 

was seen to continue beneath the stonework of the 

Hall, revealing that it pre-dated the cladding and 

was contemporary with the earlier timber-framed 

structure. Further evidence of this pebble surface was 

exposed in trench 7, suggesting that a courtyard area 

directly in front of the Hall was created in the same 

way.

Pebble floor surfaces and post-holes in trench 12.

An early pebble yard 
surface in trench 9.

.32..32.
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Dating the timbers at Stayley Hall

Hidden away in the attic space of Stayley Hall 

were a series of windbraces that had been re-used 

from another building. These timbers were highly 

decorated, suggesting that they would have once 

been designed to be on display, probably in the 

roof of an open hall. These timbers have been tree-

ring dated to the 14th century. It is quite possible 

that they were salvaged and re-used from the 

earlier manor  house that once stood on the site.

Tree-ring dates from samples taken from the 

wall posts and dragon beams in the Hall range 

gave consistent felling dates of between 1552 and 

1575. The west sill beam of the west wing dated to 

between 1554 and 1562, while a sample with bark 

edge from a rail in the west wing gave an exact 

date of winter 1556. Dates from other samples also 

suggested a construction date of the mid-1550s. 

In the western annexe, timber samples from a first-floor doorpost gave a felling date of 1565. Further 

samples from studs in the west wing of the central hall, which were inserted alongside a new doorway 

to the staircase tower in the western annexe, produced a date of 1563. This confirms that this range was 

constructed at a slightly later date than the Hall range. However, it does not explain the strange angle of 

the western annexe. It is possible that it was a rebuild of an earlier structure pre-dating the Hall range.

The windbrace in storage during renovation works 
(GMAAS archive).

Example of a cusped windbrace re-used in the roof of the Hall 
(© Historic England).

.33..33.
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Tree Ring Dating

Tree-ring dating, or dendrochronology, is a scientific method of dating based on the analysis of 

patterns of tree rings, also known as growth rings. Each year a tree gains a new ring as it grows. 

The width of this ring depends on the local growing conditions and is usually influenced by the 

regional climate. Poor springs and summers cause narrow tree rings. Good springs and summers 

create wider tree rings. The sequence of yearly rings created during the life of a tree is a pattern 

that can be matched against other trees. Overlapping sequences of tree rings from successively 

older timbers create what is known as a ‘Master Chronology’, extending back from the present 

into the distant past. The measured sequence from a timber can be fitted against this master 

chronology to identify when the tree it came from was growing, when it was cut down, and some-

times in what part of the country it originated from.

PresentPast

sample 1

sample 2

sample 3

sample 4

Creating a master chronology

ring growth match

Pith

Bark

.34..34.
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E. Dayes’ 1794 engraving of Stayley Hall with stone exterior (Aiken 1795/ University of Salford).

The 17th century re-building of Stayley Hall

When Sir William Booth died in 1579, his son, Sir George Booth, inherited a considerable fortune. 

George Booth embarked on a number of extensive renovation projects across his estates. Around 

1600, he replaced the medieval hall at Dunham Massey with a new mansion surrounded by formal 

gardens and a moat. It is highly likely that the exterior of Stayley Hall was re-built in stone as part of 

Sir George’s wider programme of estate modernisation. The building works probably took place in the 

early decades of the 17th century; from 1642 onwards the Booth family were occupied with supporting 

the Parliamentarians in the Civil War.

.35..35.
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The south exterior elevation, the east elevation and the 

north elevations of the east wing and the Hall range were 

re-built in stone. The walls were formed out of neatly-

coursed slabs of masonry. The stone used for the quoins, 

windows, string-courses and the doorway was softer, 

fine-grained sandstone. The wall footings consisted 

of roughly-shaped stone slabs no more than three or 

four courses high. The work was accurately and finely 

finished and carried out to a high standard. The north 

elevation of the west wing may also have been clad in 

stone, though it was subsequently re-built in the early 

18th century.

The jetties to the exterior of the timber-framed building 

were also removed. This was achieved by continuing the 

line of the projecting first-floor walls down to ground level to form a level plane and increasing the 

floor area at ground level. This modification created a streamlined profile to the outside of the building. 

Simple embellishments in the form of diagonally-placed stone panels with sunk moulded discs were 

also placed in the gables of the two shorter projections.

Stonework to the front elevation.

stone panel with 

sunk moulded disks.

.36..36.
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Further alterations were made to the internal layout of the building. The chimney stack in the north 

wall of the central hall was removed at the same time that the walls were re-built, suggesting that this 

space no longer held the same level of importance as it had done in the past, and was used on a less 

regular basis for formal meetings or entertaining. A number of changes were also made to the attic 

in order to make it into a useable space. Sturdy joists were inserted above the light joists that carried 

the ceiling over the first floor hall chamber in order to support the weight of a new floor. The stair was 

extended upward to the attic in the north-west corner of the north room of the east wing and windows 

were inserted into the south elevation. As such, the attic was opened right across the full length of the 

hall and east and west wings. The intention of these improvements was perhaps to create a long gallery. 

However, this was never completely finished.

 

Externally, a decorative cobbled yard surface and a pathway leading up to the entranceway on the 

south side of the Hall was identified in trench 8. “Hard gardens”, as they are known, were in fashion 

from the 17th to the early 

18th century and involved the 

creation of a cobbled surface 

with geometric designs 

incorporating pathways, lines 

and panels created by pebbles 

of different sizes, colours and 

textures. A similar cobbled 

yard has been identified at 

the mansion house at Whitby 

Abbey. The identification 

of this feature gives an 

indication of the grandeur of 

the re-designed Stayley Hall.

Yard surface and path to the south of Building 3.

.37..37.
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The re-building of the exterior elevations of Stayley Hall responded to a new architectural fashion for 

stone buildings with simple symmetrical façades, clean lines and uncomplicated profiles. The south 

elevation of Stayley Hall was very similar in appearance to other manor houses built in stone across the 

region, such as Bispham Hall in Wigan, Hollingworth Hall in Tameside, and Arden Hall in Bredbury. 

The external modifications, which also included a high number of glazed windows, possibly with 

glass from the glass works 

in operation at nearby 

Haughton Green from 

1600 to around 1650, were 

a lavish demonstration 

of the wealth and social 

standing of its owners.

 

Despite these changes, 

Stayley Hall soon fell out of 

favour as a main residence 

of the lords of the manor. 

Sir George Booth resided 

at Dunham Massey and, on 

the 2nd February 1634/5, 

Stayley Hall was leased to Mary Harrison of All Hallows Parish, Staining, London and her son, gentleman 

George Harrison. The Harrisons in turn sub-let the building to tenants. From then on, Stayley Hall was 

let out to tenants by the Booth family and subsequently by the Grey family, who inherited the manor in 

1736. Towards the end of the 17th century a large rectangular stone barn (Building 6, see page 9) with a 

steeply-pitched gable for a thatched roof was constructed to the south-east of the Hall. The addition of 

an agricultural building may be an early indication of a change in function of the Stayley Hall complex.

Arden Hall, Bredbury (GMAAS archive).

.38..38.
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Tenant Farming in the 18th century

From the 18th century onwards, the Stayley Hall complex was extensively modified and extended to 

accommodate activities relating to agricultural production. These changes coincided with the growth of 

Stalybridge as an industrial settlement on the banks of the River Tame. The new settlement was named 

after a stone bridge which was constructed over the River in 1707 and, by the mid-18th century, the 

hamlet had a population of 140 people.

 

View of Stayley Bridge over the River Tame in 1794, by E. Dayes (University of Salford).

.39..39.
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The local economy was centred on farming and woollen spinning. In 1776, a water-powered mill for 

carding and spinning was constructed at Rassbottom, and in 1789 a spinning mill was built. By 1803, 

there were eight steam-powered cotton mills working in Stalybridge, supporting a population of 1055 

and the town held a lead role in mechanised textile manufacture across the region.

  

Several new agricultural 

buildings were constructed 

within the Stayley Hall site. In 

the early 18th century, a stable 

block was built on the west side 

of the building (Building 3). It 

was constructed out of coursed 

slab rubble with dressed stone 

quoins at the corners and a 

stone slate roof. The presence 

of a large number of doors at

ground-floor level on both the east and 

west elevations indicates that it was used 

for housing animals. A taking-in door at 

second-floor level on the south-end gable 

suggests that the upper storey was used as 

storage for hay. A ramp constructed out of 

small sandstone blocks was built up to the 

south door of Building 3 (trench 8).

The early 18th century stable block.

Ramp to the south door of Building 3. .40..40.
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On the east side, a large hay barn (Building 5) was built between the Hall and the existing barn (Building 

6). Constructed in the late 18th century, it was made out of coursed, squared rubble and watershot 

masonry, and was roofed in stone slates. It had large opposed doorways at the centre of each of the 

long elevations and other minor 

openings at ground floor level, 

and taking-in doors at first-

floor level. Excavations within 

the building revealed a stone set 

trackway between the opposing 

doors  which were contemporary 

with the construction of the barn. 

These doors marked the threshing 

area where grain was processed. 

Modifications were also made to Building 

6. The pitch of the roof was altered to 

make it more suitable for the use of stone 

slates and an open cart-shed (Building 7) 

was added to the south.

 

Late 18th century hay barn.

Stone set trackway between opposing doors 
where threshing took place..41..41.
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Stayley Hall was also adapted to suit its new function as a farmhouse. Two new doorways were created 

in the south elevation of the Hall range. A new external doorway provided direct access into the west 

wing. A further doorway was placed in the eastern projection, alongside a massive stone threshold 

and new paved surface. These entranceways were an indication of internal subdivisions and increased 

compartmentalisation within the 

building.

Improvements were made to the 

western annexe. The west wall was 

re-built in stone and the building 

was extended to the south so that 

it connected to Building 3. A large 

chimney stack and fireplace were built 

in this new extension. A stone cheese 

press bearing the date 1719  was also 

installed in this part of the building.

 

In 1795, Aiken described the complex 

as ‘a roomy, spacious house with 

extensive barns and stables of modern 

date, strong and well-built with stone’.  

Animal bone, glass, pottery and other 

finds identified in excavation and 

dating to the 18th and 19th century are 

suggestive of domestic life at Stayley 

Hall. 

Early 18th century cheese press (© Historic England). .42..42.
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John Wesley

In the 1740s and 1750s the tenant of Stayley 

Hall was Robert Lees and it is during his 

time that the Methodist preacher, John 

Wesley, records in his diaries that he 

visited the Hall on 7th November 1745 

and 11th May 1747. In 1946 a stone tablet 

commemorating his visits was placed in the 

gable bay to the right of the centre, and can 

still be seen there today.

“THIS TABLET WAS UNVEILED

MAY 24TH 1946, THE 212TH ANNIVERSARY

OF JOHN WESLEY’S CONVERSION,

IN HONOUR OF HIS VISIT TO STAYLEY HALL

NOVEMBER 7TH 1745.

HIS PREACHING SO INCLINED

THE HEARTS OF THE PEOPLE

TOWARDS RELIGION THAT,

IN IT, CAN BE TRACED THE 

BEGINNINGS OF PUBLIC WORSHIP

IN STALYBRIDGE”

Unveiling the tablet commemorating John 
Wesley’s visit 

(Courtesy of Tameside Local Studies Archive).

.43..43.
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Agricultural production continued at Stayley Hall farm across the 19th and early 20th centuries. The 

population, economy and infrastructure of Stalybridge continued to develop around the cotton industry. 

Between 1801 and 1860, the population of Stalybridge rose dramatically as the new industrial town 

developed from 1055 to 24,317 inhabitants. The town experienced a downturn in the 1860s, when the 

outbreak of the American Civil War (1861) caused a cotton shortage and many of the factory workers 

were laid off. By 1901, the cotton industry had recovered and the population of the town stood at 27,623 

people. 

Archaeological evidence shows that the agricultural facilities at the Stayley Hall complex expanded 

across the 19th century. The remains of flag floor surfaces and an associated slop gully were uncovered 

in trench 10 and appeared to have been associated with a dairy. A large brick enclosure excavated in 

19th and 20th century agricultural development

Stayley Hall around 1920 (Courtesy of Tameside Local Studies Archive).

.44..44.
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trench 11 was identified as a former midden. It had a large opening at its northern end and was laid 

with stone setts which sloped down towards the south end of the enclosure. A square, cast iron drain 

cover with slits was also incorporated into the floor surface. The drain was covered by a thin layer of 

decomposed manure, suggesting that this was where 

animal waste was gathered. A trackway was extended 

through Building 6 to allow direct access to these 

structures. Building 4, a functional farm structure, was 

also added to the complex in the 19th century.

 

The Western annexe and portions of the west wing of 

the Hall were also converted into separate dwellings. 

The fireplaces were fitted with supports to hold ranges, 

Stone sett midden base found in trench 11.

1911 O.S. Map of Stalybridge (reproduced by permission of  the National Library of Scotland).
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ovens and boilers. The west range was decorated in a succession of bright colourwashes; paint analysis 

reveals yellow ochre, red ochre, and at least two shades of blue. A copper alloy weight, fragments of clay 

pipe, and a possible marble were recovered during excavation. A large amount (219 sherds) of domestic 

pottery dating from the late 17th to the 19th century was retrieved from the south end of trench 2, located 

directly beneath a window in the north-facing wall of the Hall. Much of the pottery is typical of that in 

daily use in the kitchen, largely of the sort used for storage and food preparation but also standard 

tablewares of the time are present. The pottery 

assemblage included relatively large fragments, 

raising the likelyhood that it was discarded through  

the kitchen window, perhaps periodically through 

out the 18th and 19th centuries.

 

Every available resource within the complex 

appears to have been exploited. A substantial wide 

and shallow pit identified in trench 7 indicated that 

possible quarrying took place in the main courtyard, 

directly in front of the Hall itself. By the 20th 

century, the Hall was being used for sheltering animals. A new surface observed in trench 9 was laid 

down to provide a durable slope to the Hall for the animals. The decline of Stayley Hall, from a centre of 

power and status for the local medieval family to a humble 20th century farm building, was complete.

Paint samples.

Surface in trench 9. .46..46.
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The future of Stayley Hall

Despite the 20th century leaving Stayley Hall in a poor and neglected condition, a thorough investigation 

of the standing remains alongside a programme of excavation ahead of renovation work has been able 

to uncover the history and development of the building. This research has established the Hall’s role in 

the gentry landscape of medieval North West England and modern Greater Manchester, and recorded 

its archaeological features for future inhabitants of the area.

The programme of archaeological recording and telling the story of the results of this work, in the 

form of a popular booklet, was required and set out in a planning condition attached to consent to 

convert the hall to apartments and build new houses in its grounds. The condition was recommended 

by Tameside local planning 

authority’s archaeological 

advisor GMAU. Since the 

closure of GMAU in 2012 

archaeological planning advice 

has been provided by GMAAS. 

In order to meet their planning 

obligations Persimmon Homes 

appointed and funded York 

Archaeological Trust to carry 

out the archaeology, which 

built on previous surveys by 

the RCHME, GMAU and the 

Tameside Archaeology Survey. 

The Persimmon development 

scheme was the last chance to 

save the derelict hall which was 

Timber frame from Stayley Hall in storage during 
redevelopment  (GMAAS archive).

.47..47.
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Stayley Hall  following redevelopment  
(GMAAS archive).

in imminent danger of collapse; the planning process has therefore allowed the preservation of the 

hall’s external appearance for the enjoyment of future generations.

From Tudor manor house to 2oth century farm, Stayley Hall has been continually altered and adapted 

to suit the changing fashions and varying needs of its residents. Since the archaeological investigations 

were completed, the Hall has been re-developed as an apartment block by Persimmon Homes, marking 

a new phase in the history and development of Stayley Hall.

.48..48.
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Glossary

the portion of a building between principal supporting timbers.

one Cheshire acre amounts to 10,240 square yards, or 92,160 square feet, 
whereas a standard acre amounts to 4,840 square yards or 43,560 square feet.

raised platform at the upper end of a hall.

the traditional term for the main living room of a house. A hall could be open 
to the roof and extend upwards across several floors of the building, or be 
situated on the ground floor.

where the first floor of a building projected out beyond the ground-floor storey.

the customary right of keepers of forests and some bailiffs of hundreds to take 
food for man, horse and dog from land of various tenants within the forest or 
hundred.

masonry blocks at the corner of a wall.

a raised horizontal band or course of stonework.

a method of determining the age of an object containing organic material, 
done by measuring the decay of radioactive carbon (C14) it acquired from the 
atmosphere when it formed part of a living organism.

also known as dendrochronology; the scientific method of dating based on the 
analysis of the patterns of tree-rings.

where the outer face is tilted to throw water off of the walls.

subsidiary curved timber in the plane of a roof, usually tying together two 
timber elements.

Bay:

Cheshire acre:

Raised dias:

Radio carbon dating:

Water shot masonry:

Hall:

Jetty:

Puture:

Quoins:

String course:

Scorch marks:

Tree-ring dating:

Wind brace:

a mark made on the surface by burning, in this context usually from a lit 
candle.

.49..49.
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Further Reading

The archaeological reports have been deposited with the Greater Manchester Historic Environment 

Record, which is held and  maintained by the Greater Manchester Archaeological Advisory Service 

(GMAAS).

The photographic archive of the RCHME building survey undertaken in 1976 (of which only a small 

selection of the images could be shown in this booklet) can be viewed at Historic England’s online 

collection ‘England’s Places’, available at:

https://historicengland.org.uk/images-books/photos/englands-places/ 

Aiken, W, 1795 A Description of the Country from 30-40 Miles around Manchester, London

Burke, T and Nevell, M, 1996 Buildings of Tameside, Tameside MBC & University of Manchester 
Archaeological Unit

Earwaker, JP, 1877 East Cheshire Past and Present, volume 1, London

Nevell, M and Walker, J, 1999 A History and Archaeology of Tameside Volume 6: Tameside in 
Transition, Tameside MBC & University of Manchester Archaeological Unit

Nevell, M and Walker, J, 2002 The Archaeology of Tameside Volume 2: Denton and Dunkinfield 
Halls and the Archaeology of the Gentry and Yeoman House in North West England 1500 to 
1700, Tameside MBC & University of Manchester Archaeological Unit

Nevell, M, 1991 A History and Archaeology of Tameside Volume 3: Tameside 1066-1700, 
Tameside MBC & University of Manchester Archaeological Unit

Nevell, M, 2010 The Archaeology of Tameside Volume 8: Newton Hall and the Cruck Buildings 
of North West England, Tameside MBC & University of Salford

Ormerod, G, 1882 The History of the County Palatine and City of Chester (revised and 
enlarged by T. Helsby) volume 3, London

Grimsditch, B, Nevell, M and Nevell, R, 2012 Buckton Castle and the castles of North West 
England, University of Salford Archaeological Monographs Volume 2
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Relevant publications in the Greater Manchester’s Past Revealed series (also available 

from GMAAS):

Slices Through Time: Greater Manchester’s Historic Landscape Character Revealed - 5

Newton Hall: Rediscovering a Manorial Complex – 7

Timperley Old Hall: The Excavation of the Moated Platform - 8

Uncovering The Estate: The Archaeology of Dunham Massey - 10 

Other pdf volumes in the Greater Manchester’s Past Revealed series can be downloaded at:

https://oxfordarchaeology.com/greatermanchesterspastrevealed

and https://diggreatermanchester.wordpress.com/publications

E. Dayes depiction of Stayley Hall in 1794 
(© University of Salford)..51..51.
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Stayley Hall during conversion to apartments 2006 (GMAAS archive).
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Front cover: Excavation to the front of Stayley Hall in 2003.

Back cover: Aerial view of the Hall, taken during building recording by GMAU in 1993.

£5

Located on a prominent hill set against the west Pennine edge, Stayley Hall has long been an iconic 

building in the Tameside landscape. This once proud and high status hall suffered from physical and 

economic decline in the industrial period. By the early 1990s neglect had led to collapse of the roof 

and the remaining structure becoming unsafe, prompting a programme of historic building survey 

and archaeological investigation. Persimmon Homes took on the redevelopment of the hall complex, 

converting it for modern residential use. In order to meet their planning obligations Persimmon Homes 

appointed and funded York Archaeological Trust to carry out the archaeology, which built on previous 

surveys by the RCHME, GMAU and the Tameside Archaeology Survey. This booklet presents the results 

of these studies in an easy-to-read and generously illustrated format, in keeping with previous volumes 

in the Greater Manchester Past Revealed series. 
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