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TWO FOR ONE:                                                    

THE ARCHAEOLOGICAL SURVEY OF 

SHOCKLACH CASTLE, CHESHIRE 

Rachel Swallow 

 

Introduction 

Between 1995 and 1997, staff and students at University College 

Chester, now the University of Chester, surveyed three earthwork 

motte-and-bailey castle sites at Pulford, Shocklach and Dodleston in 

west Cheshire. That for Pulford castle was published in this journal in 

1997-98.
1
 This article publishes the survey for Shocklach castle for 

the first time. None of the three castles have been excavated. Previous 

studies have neither examined their defences, nor their internal 

structures to any notable extent. While limited historical references 

give some context for the earthworks at Shocklach, discussion of all 

three sites in secondary sources is sparse, and often of little more than 

one line.
2
 Therefore, the accurate and detailed survey presented here 

has been influential in prompting the further detailed and multi-

disciplinary research by the author, as an integral part of doctoral 

research on the castles of Cheshire and their landscapes. This has 

resulted in successfully tracing historical and archaeological 

references relevant to Shocklach, as well as, for the first time, offering 

a broader, contextual study of the landscape context of Shocklach. 

Shocklach is a so-called minor baronial castle.
3
 It is situated within the 

powerful border earldom of Cheshire, with its base at Chester (see 

Figure 1).     This position gave Shocklach strategic importance within 

Next Page: Figure 1: Location of Shocklach castle, Cheshire, in 

relation to other border castles in the vicinity. (Dodleston, also 

shown in bold, will be the subject of a paper in next year’s volume.) 

Contains OS data © Crown copyright and database right 2013. 
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the Marcher lordship, as well as vital control - and valuable 

exploitation - of economic territory. The border county of Cheshire 

had a much lower density of castles than the neighbouring border 

counties of Shropshire and Herefordshire, which was possibly a 

deliberate policy on the part of the earls of Chester to restrict castle-

building among their own barons.
4
 Shocklach, therefore, formed a 

significant link in the defensive chain of fortifications to the east of 

the River Dee, intended to protect Chester from attacks from the 

Welsh.
5
 These fortifications were sited (from north to south) at 

Shotwick, Chester, Dodleston, Pulford, Aldford, Shocklach, Malpas 

and Oldcastle. Rather than a single set of ‘beads on a string’
6
 within 

west Cheshire, however, it is to be noted that the castle settlements of 

Hawarden, Mold, Marford/Hoseley, Wrexham (Erddig) and Overton, 

all situated to the west of the River Dee, were also within the bounds 

of Cheshire at the time of Domesday Book. We are looking, therefore, 

at a much wider area of Norman influence within the March. Within 

this context, I shall explore the earthworks at Shocklach. 

Historical Evidence 

The settlement at Shocklach is sited on the Cheshire Plain about two 

kilometres east of the River Dee (see Figure 1). There are, in fact, two 

castles at Shocklach, the paired mottes being unique in Cheshire.
7
 The 

earthworks are four kilometres south-east of Farndon, and are built 

upon red marl sandstones overlain with glacially derived boulder clay, 

sand and gravels.
8
 The scheduled monuments are the motte to the west 

and the motte-and-bailey castle site to the east of the present B5069 

road from Farndon to Worthenbury.
9
 Both monuments are scheduled 

under the same entry.
10

 Other scheduled monuments in the vicinity are 

medieval Windmill Hill,
11

 and the medieval settlement and part of a 

field system at Castletown Farm.
12

 The paired mottes were both 

crudely surveyed in the early nineteenth century by Hansall,
13

 and the 

earthworks were surveyed again in 1964 and in 1984, on the last 

occasion by C. Williams and R.McKinder.
14

 The latter survey clearly 
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shows the west motte with an outer bank to the south, which is too 

small to have served as a bailey. Traces of a ditch can be seen on all 

sides of the motte, except to the north, where it is reinforced by the 

stream gorge. The motte-and-bailey to the east was the subject of the 

1997 University College Chester survey (Figure 2). 

There is a general, and historic, confusion about the function and 

purpose of the two monuments at Castletown.
15

 The Ordnance Survey 

(OS) 25 inch maps of 1879 and 1911 clearly mark the monument to 

the east as a ‘castle’ and ‘moat’, with that to the west of Castletown 

Bridge as a ‘moat’.
16

 The survey of 1964 reinterprets the mound to the 

west as a ‘motte’, with the earthworks 30 metres to the east marked as 

a ‘moat’, but not as the site of a castle.
17

 In the early nineteenth 

century, Ormerod stated that the earthworks to the east appear 

unconnected with those he seemed to believe were of the Norman 

fortress to the west, doubting  

whether [those to the east] ever formed any part of the castle, or 

whether it is a fragment of some ancient work protecting the line 

of communication between the northern and southern Watling 

Streets, which passed through Shocklach.
18

 

Ormerod disagreed with Pennant’s previous assertion of the 

eighteenth century that the lower earthworks to the east marked the 

place of the castle. Contrary to Ormerod’s later interpretation, Pennant 

thought that the ‘vast mount’ to the west was ‘probably of far greater 

antiquity than the castle [to the east], and exploratory, commanding a 

great view around.’
19

 As Ormerod had done over 150 years earlier, 

Rhys Williams suggested in 1997 that the ‘irregular and unusual 

“bailey” platform’ to the east predated Shocklach castle to the west. 

Next Page: Figure 2: Earthwork survey of Shocklach motte and 

bailey castle undertaken by University College Chester, 1997. 
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He stated that a bank and ditched feature on the platform formed a 

flattened circle, ‘remarkably reminiscent of a small Bronze Age disc 

barrow’. He therefore suggested that the platform is a prehistoric 

feature, ‘quite possibly with a religious function’.
20

 

Following Ormerod, Clark avoided discussion, simply describing 

Shocklach as a ‘moated mound with appended earthworks’,
21

 while 

MacKenzie described the earthworks to the west of the road as a  

lofty circular mound or burh, 20’ high, of very early derivation, 

on top of which the Normans placed their keep; it is half circled 

by a deep ditch, close to the road, and on the left or west side, 

where must have existed the castle buildings, the ground falls 

rapidly towards the ravine.
22

 

Indeed, the size, height and commanding position of this motte to the 

west would have dominated the surrounding countryside as a visible 

statement of authority, being characteristic of many of the early post-

Conquest castles. Added to this is the fact that it stands at a strategic 

point on the Roman and medieval road system in the Welsh March to 

the east of the River Dee. MacKenzie continued: 

  on the east side of the road is another raised platform, shaped       

like a kite, also of ancient formation, which seems to have 

protected the communication between Watling Street on the 

north and that on the south, commanding as it did the road 

passing through.
23

 

This suggestion of an earlier construction agrees with Ormerod’s 

interpretation of the two monuments. Other possible interpretations of 

the two monuments are put forward in this article. (See below, under 

the sub-title ‘Archaeological Evidence’.) 

By the early nineteenth century, the earthworks were ‘still very strong 

and occupy an important pass ... where the present road to Chester 

crosses a deep ravine, watered by a small brook’.
24

 Shocklach, along 
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with Oldcastle (see below), guarded the south-west angle of this 

landscape of widely dispersed settlements in Cheshire between the 

River Dee and its tributaries, one of which was a brook originally 

named the River Elf(e). From an unknown date, this tributary was re-

named Wych(e) brook.
25

 The date of origin of the name ‘Elf’ at 

Shocklach is also unknown, although the place names of Shocklach 

parish (see below) suggest pre-Norman use of this riverside wetland 

as summer shielings or meadows: Caldecott (‘cheerless shelters’) and 

Shocklach (‘boggy stream haunted by an evil spirit’).
26

 It is tempting, 

therefore, to interpret the pre-Christian elf as the ‘evil spirit’ of the 

‘boggy stream’ at Shocklach, named following the introduction of 

Christianity in this part of Cheshire; the English word ‘elf’ is the mid-

fifth to mid-twelfth-century Old English aelf, elf, or ylve, meaning 

‘elf’ or a ‘supernatural being’.
27

 The meaning of the later name 

‘Wych’ is thought to derive from saline springs in the area. Indeed, 

the landscape of Shocklach was clearly an important area for the 

production of salt: situated three kilometres south of Malpas, Dirtwich 

Saltworks are mentioned in the Domesday Survey and belonged to the 

Malpas barony.
28

 For part of its course, the Wych brook formed the 

border between England and Wales, also flowing through 

Threapwood (see below), before entering the Dee south-west of 

Shocklach.
29

 

In the Domesday Survey, the parish of Shocklach was in Broxton 

(Dudestan) Hundred, and during the medieval period it contained the 

townships of Caldecott, Church Shocklach and Shocklach Oviatt. 

Wulfgar the priest and three thegns held Caldecott in 1066, suggesting 

a continuing dependence of this part of the parish on the Mercian 

familia (household) at St. Chad’s church in nearby Farndon, which 

was the property of the collegiate church of St. John’s in Chester. By 

1086 Caldecott had passed to Hugh fitz Osbern.
30

 As for Shocklach 

manor itself, it was held in 1086 by Robert fitz Hugh, the Norman 

baron of Malpas, who among Earl Hugh’s leading landowners in 

Cheshire is the most obscure. His dispossessed pre-Conquest 

predecessor, Dot, had also held manors in Cholmondeley and 
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Bickerton within the bounds of Robert’s later barony at Malpas.
31

 

However, the southern part of Broxton (Dudestan) Hundred, in which 

Shocklach is located, formed a significant concentration of Earl 

Edwin’s holdings prior to 1066, creating a compact fief for Robert.
32

 

An Englishman, Drogo, held Shocklach from Robert, its value rising 

from 8 shillings in 1066 to 12 shillings in 1086. 

The settlement at Castletown is approximately one and a half 

kilometres north of Shocklach village, and itself straddled the 

townships - later civil parishes - of Church Shocklach and Caldecott. 

Castletown is first mentioned in an Inquisition Post Mortem dated to 

the 1290s.
33

 Along with its place name, meaning ‘hamlet at a castle’,
34

 

this suggests a relatively late addition to the Anglo-Norman 

landscape, crossing township boundaries. As Domesday makes clear, 

Church Shocklach and Caldecott were already under different lordship 

both just before and soon after the Norman Conquest. This joint 

lordship might well have formed the basis for moiety possession (that 

is, the holding of half a piece of land or property) evidenced in later 

documents, and, it is suggested, evidenced in the castles’ landscapes 

(see below). 

Shocklach castle owed suit and service to the superior manor of 

Malpas.
35

 Of the three castles held by Robert fitz Hugh, Oldcastle and 

Shocklach are thought to have been outposts to Malpas.
36

 Indeed, both 

Oldcastle and Shocklach lay adjacent to extra-parochial Threapwood, 

meaning ‘debatable land, wood’,
37

 thus highlighting the defensive 

purpose and siting of these Malpas barony castles within disputed 

Marcher territory. Although Shocklach is not listed as an early castle 

in the Welsh March,
38

 in 1121 the Welsh burned two castles, which 

are generally accepted to be those of Shocklach and Malpas.
39

 

Between 1208 and 1229, David de Malpas (1185-1252) had obtained 

admission to the fee of Shocklach.
40

 The younger brother of Llewelyn 

ap Gruffydd (the Last) of Gwynedd (1223-82), Rhodri ap Gruffudd 

(c.1230-1315) married Beatrice de Malpas, David de Malpas’ 

daughter, sometime after 1272. Through this significant cross-border 
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marriage, Rhodri acquired his wife’s property in Cheshire, including 

Shocklach. However, it would seem that he held no part of his wife’s 

lands by courtesy. That is, he was not entitled by common law to his 

wife’s estate of lands held during their marriage.
41

 

The manor of Shocklach appears to have passed to the Suttons and the 

St Pierres, who held it in moieties, although it is called the manor of 

Shocklach in deeds of each family.
42

 Both the castles of Malpas and 

Shocklach are mentioned in a late fourteenth-century extent, where 

John de Sutton, knight, held the former in its entirety, plus a moiety of 

the castle of Shocklach.
43

 A plea at Chester on 26 April 1366 states 

that in the previous year John had wrongly impounded at Shocklach 

castle three oxen not belonging to him. The same plea informs us that 

John le Strange (1306-49) had held the manor of John de Sutton for 

the same services, including finding one man to guard Shocklach 

castle in the time of war in Wales if warned, and four men to make a 

stockade (hirsum) there when necessary.
44

 It would appear that 

Shocklach castle had a defensive function until the latter part of the 

fourteenth century at least. 

The motte-and-bailey site to the east of the B5069 is probably the site 

of the fortified manor house, mentioned in 1499, when Lord Dudley, 

the Judge, ‘notorious in the time of Henry VII, by his exactions’,
45

 

claimed the right to man the castle at Shocklach, fortified, ditched and 

crenellated, and to have a toll for himself and William Brereton.
46

 The 

castle thus passed onto the Breretons as a parcel of the Malpas barony, 

followed by the Hills (the family of Sir Rowland Hill, the ‘first 

Protestant Lord Mayor of London’ in 1549),
47

 and then onto the 

Drakes. A Deed of Purchase relating to William Lord Brereton, which 

dates to about 1700, refers to the barony of Malpas, its manor and 

castle, and includes the manors of Oldcastle, Shocklach and 

Castletown.
48

 In the early twentieth century, it was noted that the 

Breretons of Malpas and Shocklach could travel from Malpas to 

Chester without passing over the territory of another landowner.
49

 The 

Deed, however, mentions the manor, but not the castle at Castletown, 

and Hearth Tax Returns for Broxton Hundred in 1663 suggest that the 
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Hall of Shocklach had superseded the castle at some stage during the 

sixteenth century.
50

 Indeed, Saxton’s map of Cheshire of 1577 shows 

only a church at Shocklach and Malpas, whereas a castle is indicated 

for Oldcastle.
51

 

Archaeological Evidence 

It is notable that Oldcastle within the barony of Malpas, which was 

surveyed and excavated by Mr F.H. Thompson for the Royal 

Commission on Historical Monuments in 1957, bears no resemblance 

in form to that of either of the monuments at Shocklach. There is no 

trace of a bailey either at Oldcastle or at the western motte at 

Shocklach, but at Oldcastle the motte is rectangular, measuring 

approximately 30 metres by 11 metres.
52

 The landscape of Oldcastle’s 

motte siting, however, is remarkably similar to that of the motte to the 

west at Shocklach: each motte occupies a long spur running within a 

loop of a brook, which  provided a natural defence on three  sides. The 

1957 survey noted that the date and purpose of the earthworks at 

Oldcastle remain enigmatic.
53

 Although trenching on the platform 

produced no finds, the presence of a layer of stone and a possible 

hearth was suggested, as was a postulated date of an eleventh- or 

twelfth-century build. It is presumed that both Oldcastle and 

Shocklach were intended to block the route along the Wych valley, 

acting as outposts of the motte-and-bailey at Malpas; Oldcastle is 

about three kilometres to the south-west of Malpas, and Shocklach, 

approximately five kilometres to the north-west of Malpas.  

The motte to the west at Shocklach stands about 7 metres high and is 

typical of a number of sites throughout the Welsh Marches which 

controlled Saxon manors in the eleventh and twelfth centuries, and 

which acted as a frontier to any Welsh incursions. The motte of Bailey 

Hill castle at Mold (now in Flintshire), for instance, is between 10 and 

14 metres high, with a summit of approximately 20 metres in 

diameter. Both Bailey Hill motte and the motte to the west at 

Shocklach are conical mounds, with the base of that at Shocklach 

being elliptical, with a maximum of 110 metres across.
54

 The flat-
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topped summit is nearly circular, and, as at Bailey Hill, Mold, is about 

20 metres in diameter. As the brook and deep valley surrounds the 

Shocklach motte in a loop to the west, north and east in an area known 

as The Beach,
55

 the earthwork to the south of the motte would have 

been constructed to create its significant defensive ditch. As Ormerod 

stated in the early nineteenth century, the motte was ‘commanded by 

no superior elevations, and when its advantages of situation were 

strengthened with natural thickets and surrounding morasses, the 

fortress must have been nearly impregnable’.
56

 

The reduced motte-and-bailey earthworks to the east at Shocklach, on 

the other hand, are larger and lower than those to the west, with the 

well-preserved motte in the south-east part of the site rising 

approximately 4 to 5 metres in height from the bottom of the ditch.
57

 

While no bailey or ditch survives at the head motte-and-bailey at 

Malpas, the motte-and-bailey castle at Shocklach was presumably 

similar in form. The motte at Malpas has an average height of 3.7 

metres,
58

 comparable with the motte at Pulford, approximately sixteen 

kilometres to the north-west of Shocklach, which has a height of 3 

metres. The Pulford motte, with its kidney-shaped bailey to the north-

east, commands Pulford brook to the south.
59

 Despite suggestions 

otherwise, therefore (see the summary of the historical confusion, 

above), the east ‘moat’ is, in fact, a motte of typical form with a 

kidney-shaped bailey to its west, very similar to that of Pulford castle. 

At Shocklach, the motte is oval-shaped, and is bounded by a low, 

narrow bank. Two distinctive earthworks are visible on the mound: a 

straight narrow ditch runs east to west across the north half and is the 

line of the township boundary between Caldecott and Church 

Shocklach. There is also a modern sandpit.
60

 A tower of about 22 feet 

(approximately 6.7 metres) was said to have been built upon the 

motte.
61

 The bailey is D-shaped in plan, measuring approximately 70 

metres by 78 metres internally. It is surrounded by a prominent ditch 

around the north half and a stream valley on the south side, with a 

depth of about 2.7 metres in places. This is now dry, but would have 

been originally water-filled, by damming the south arm through which 
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the stream flows; the road is now sited upon the dam. This is evident 

from the survey of the earthworks. Ormerod advised that the bailey 

had been used as a garden, but no date is indicated.
62

 The bailey has 

been quarried in the north-east corner, apparently in the early 

twentieth century when the farmer was noted to have filled part of a 

ditch and some hollows.
63

 

The two distinct monuments at Shocklach are separated by the present 

B5069 road from Farndon to Worthenbury, which at this point uses 

Castletown Bridge to cross a brook (see Figure 3). The castle or 

castles at Shocklach would therefore appear to protect the line of 

communication between the Roman roads of northern and southern 

Watling Streets from Chester, which passed through Eaton Park, 

Aldford and Caldecott and went onto Bangor Is y Coed to the west of 

the River Dee, and were presumably still in use in the medieval 

period.
64

 Castletown Bridge was probably the site of the medieval toll 

gate, catching people and animals entering Cheshire from Wales to the 

south and west, as Shocklach castle guarded the only road into 

Cheshire at this point.
65

 There appears to have been a toll gate here 

from at least 1290,
66

 significantly when Castletown is first mentioned 

in surviving documents. Between 1208 and 1229, David de Malpas 

held half, or a moiety, of ‘the passage’ at Shocklach.
67

 The same 

passage is mentioned in the latter half of the fourteenth century, in 

which John de Sutton, knight (born c.1340), also claimed a passage at 

Malpas and Tushingham (Cheshire).
68

 In 1499, when we know that 

there was a fortified manor house at Castletown, Shocklach, Edward 

Sutton (1459-c.1533) claimed a passage ‘at a place called Tolgate’ at 

Shocklach.
69

 Extant nineteenth-century stonework in the bailey ditch 

below the road, the significant height of the road rising above the 

ditch,  and the road’s encroachment on these earthworks,  all  indicate 

 

Next Page: Figure 3: The landscape of Shocklach castles, Cheshire. 

Contains Ordnance Survey data © Crown copyright and database 

right 2013. 
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that the road sits upon a dam of the brook, the road having been 

straightened at a late- or post-medieval date.
70

 

The Tithe Map and Award of 1839 covering Castletown as part of the 

parish of Church Shocklach
71

 provide nineteenth-century field names 

which give tantalising clues to support a proposed paired castle 

landscape. The field to the east of the road and in which the motte-

and-bailey is sited is called Castle Hill, with two large fields to its 

north and south, both called Castle Field, and one to its immediate 

east, called Near Castle Field.  

St Edith’s church, Shocklach, is to the south, distant from both the 

castles at Castletown. This Grade I listed building is considered to be 

the best Norman chapel in Cheshire
72

 and a green lane leads west from 

it to what were communally-owned water meadows
73

 and eventually 

to a ford on the River Dee, about half a kilometre away. Bryant’s map 

of 1831
74

 marks a Shocklach Ferry, and Swire & Hutchings’ map of 

1830 shows a track extending towards the market town of Wrexham 

in Maelor Cymraeg, six kilometres to the west.
75

 A possible Deserted 

Medieval Village (DMV) was suggested at St Edith’s in 1965 in the 

large field to the north of the church, although the Ordnance Survey 

could not identify it in 1969, and recent geophysical survey has not 

been conclusive in this respect.
76

 

While there are a number of church-related field names to the 

immediate north of the isolated St Edith’s church in Shocklach, to the 

immediate north of the motte-and-bailey at Castletown there is also a 

field called Church Yard. This is highly suggestive of a church 

existing within the motte-and-bailey’s immediate landscape. If this 

was the case, it would be a situation similar to that found at other 

castles in west Cheshire, where churches often sit immediately 

adjacent to the castle bailey. Examples exist at Malpas, Aldford, 

Pulford, Dodleston and Mold. A number of fields to the north-west of 

Church Yard support this probability: Little Church Croft, Far Church 

Field (two) and Church Field. Although Ormerod indicated doubt as 

to the function and date of the earthworks of this motte-and-bailey site 
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(see above), he did state that the church of Shocklach ‘has been said to 

stand upon it’,
77

 which clearly supports the cartographic evidence 

described here. 

As mentioned above, there was a medieval settlement associated with 

the motte-and-bailey and its church at Castletown, immediately to its 

east. Nine cottages were noted in a 1603 survey. Aerial photographs 

taken by Rhys Williams in 1986 identified what he described as 

abandoned tofts and crofts of Castletown, surrounded by the ridge and 

furrow of medieval fields. Both the settlement and part of the field 

system are Scheduled Ancient Monuments.
78

 The medieval hamlet 

here is now occupied by two farms dating from the seventeenth 

century.
79

 The green lane which runs from Lords Field is substantial. 

This is now a footpath and runs from Castletown northwards towards 

Caldecott Green and onto Kings Marsh near Aldford, which may well 

have been an Anglo-Saxon royal estate from the tenth century.
80

 The 

original course of the green lane may have run due north to meet 

Watling Street at SJ43695418. For a significant proportion of the 

lane’s length, its eastern boundary forms the township boundary 

between Kings Marsh, Stretton, Caldecott and Grafton. Caldecott 

Green to the north of Castletown is a small hamlet, which was a 

secondary medieval settlement and is recognised as a shrunken 

village, also with evidence of medieval crofts and tofts. Believed to be 

the site of Bovium, Grafton (see Figure 3) was a Roman settlement 

and fort with archaeological evidence of a fort, aqueduct, bath house, 

furnace, building and a ditch.
81

 It is also classed as a Deserted 

Medieval Village, which had an ornamental pond, hall, moat and a 

medieval rabbit warren, or pillow mound.
82

 This green lane, therefore, 

may have been a drove road, and it may even have been a military 

road backing the line of motte-and-bailey castles and defended along 

its western side by the ditch.
83

 

As regards field names associated with the motte to the west of the 

road, the Tithe Map and Awards notably show Lords Field and 

Sheriffs Field to its north, both of which are clues as to the demesne of 

the manor of Shocklach. The north boundary of Sheriffs Field aligns 



33 
 

with one large, curving field to the west, called Clomley Park.
84

 The 

significant field name of Bailey Wood lies to the south of Clomley 

Park Field, which itself abuts the area called Castletown Rough to its 

south, a wooded area containing the motte. While there is no evidence 

in the landscape today, this suggests that a bailey to the motte may 

have existed north of brook. It also suggests that the motte was within, 

or adjacent to, a medieval wood or park. The fact that there was a field 

called New Haye (indicative of an enclosure in the forest for the 

capture of deer),
85

 which was first mentioned in 1561,
86

 adds weight to 

the likelihood that Clomley Park formed an earlier hunting enclosure 

at Castletown. 

The paired mottes together might have been a motte-and-bailey 

configuration, now severed by both road and stream. The ‘bailey’ to 

the east, therefore, could have been added at a later date to the motte 

to the west, being lower with a far less commanding and visible 

position. Material evidence could be interpreted to support such a later 

date of construction: a fourteenth-century silver penny was found in a 

field just north (SJ434509) of the site at Castletown, which is possibly 

of either Edward II (1307-27) or III (1327-77) date.
87

 This is in 

keeping with the fact that the first documentary reference to 

Castletown is in the 1290s (see above). Indeed, this monument 

appears to post-date the surrounding medieval ridge and furrow,
88

 

clearly visible on aerial photography,
89

 which supports a later 

construction than that of the monument to the west. The monument to 

the east could also be the site of Lord Dudley’s fortified manor house 

of 1499, which may well have replaced the motte to the west entirely.  

However, there are additional theories that have not been explored to 

date. The two sites bear a close resemblance, on a number of points 

and site features, to Lewis’s description of paired mottes in East 

Chelborough, Dorset.
90

 Lewis suggests that such pairing can be the 

result of forming constituent parts of a unified defensive system, or 

where the second motte replaces the first. These possibilities have 

been raised already in this article. A third possibility is that one of the 

mottes is a siege motte. This has not yet been explored for the 
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earthworks at Shocklach, and raises the suggestion that the more 

elevated defensive position of the motte to the west could have been a 

later construction rather than an earlier one, perhaps as an adulterine 

or siege castle during the Anarchy period, when it might have been 

built deliberately in opposition to the existing motte-and-bailey. 

Notably, Ranulf de Gernons (d.1153), fourth earl of Chester, played a 

leading role in King Stephen’s downfall during and after 1141.
91

 

Neighbouring Powys was fought over during the Anarchy, and 

particularly from 1146, after Ranulf had finally committed himself to 

the Angevins.
92

 While the motte to the west is worthy of 

consideration as a siege motte for these historical reasons, the 

argument falls flat on a number of archaeological points. The 

maximum accurate range of a bow in the twelfth century was about 

100 metres.
93

 Therefore, at Shocklach, although the besiegers would 

have been within accurate bow-shot range of the motte-and-bailey 30 

metres to the east, likewise, the besiegers’ motte would have been 

within easy range of the besieged motte-and-bailey. Lewis’s case 

study indicates that the paired monuments at East Chelborough are 

distant by between 110 and 150 metres, that is, measuring the 

distance from the motte of the one monument to the bailey and motte 

of the other; here, but not at Shocklach, the besiegers of the motte 

would have been safely out of range of bow-shot from the motte-and-

bailey structure. Added to this, the motte at Shocklach has an unusual 

height for a siege motte: it stands about 7 metres high, compared with 

known siege mottes, these typically having a height of about 1.5  

metres.
94

 More particularly, and again to counter the argument for a 

siege castle, it is to be wondered why the more defensive position of 

the motte to the west would not have been chosen for the site of the 

earlier castle site, the motte-and-bailey structure to the east offering 

no strategic controlling advantage over the other motte. 

A further, important, consideration is that the township boundary 

between Caldecott to the north and Church Shocklach to the south 

passes through the motte-and-bailey to the east and immediately north 

of the motte to the west. Given the many documentary references to 

dual lordship/moiety possession during the medieval period, following 
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on from the Domesday account of Caldecott and Shocklach being held 

by different lords, there is good reason to suggest that both 

monuments existed separately, and possibly concurrently, in the 

possession of different lords. The township boundary follows the 

brook, with the exception of the motte-and-bailey, where there is 

evidence of damming to its north east and west (see Figure 2) to re-

route the watercourse to the south of the monument. The motte to the 

west is clearly within Church Shocklach township, rather than within 

Caldecott or Castletown. This western motte is therefore directly 

connected to the possible settlement and extant church of St Edith’s in 

Church Shocklach to the south, which may not have been so unusually 

isolated in the landscape as it would appear today. Conversely, the 

watercourse diversion artificially placed the motte-and-bailey to the 

east, along with the now-vanished church evident from field names 

and its associated castle settlement ‘Castletown’, outside the township 

and manor of Shocklach. We know that Shocklach castle existed in 

1121, and this could be a reference to the western motte, with place 

name, ridge and furrow and documentary evidence for moiety 

possession all suggesting a late thirteenth-/early fourteenth-century 

date for the Castletown motte-and-bailey to the east. Field name 

evidence also suggests that the motte to the west was eventually 

incorporated into the design of a medieval park landscape.  

Conclusion 

Original and innovative multi-disciplinary research - including 

analogy, morphological analysis, landscape and historical context - 

has added some clarity, although no definitive conclusion, to the 

former historical confusion regarding the earthworks at Shocklach. As 

a consequence, this article confirms that there are two castle sites at 

Shocklach, not one; Shocklach provides the only example in Cheshire 

of paired mottes, with few exist in anywhere else in England.
95

 

Although the castles are separated by the road and the brook, the 

frequently recorded toll gate and passage situated between them may 

well explain their close geographical proximity, with the lords of both 
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castles wanting a stake in the profits from trade. This suggests a 

commercial, as well as a defensive, function for the paired mottes. 

The original build date of both castle earthworks remains uncertain 

but the theory of a later siege motte built alongside an existing motte 

and bailey castle can be ruled out. The proximity of the two castles 

could instead be explained by the development of the medieval 

manorial landscape: the castle motte to the west could have been 

extended to create an adjacent bailey to its east, or the motte and 

bailey could have superseded the motte to the west entirely, at a time 

when defensive requirements had declined to some extent. 

Alternatively, the theory favoured here is that the proximity of the two 

castles can be explained by moiety possession within the manorial 

landscape, which provides a strong indication that the power of two 

lords with their elite landscapes, first glimpsed in the different tenure 

of Shocklach and Caldecott in Domesday Book, sat side-by-side, or 

were shared between them, for an as-yet-unknown period prior to the 

end of the sixteenth century. While the relationship between the 

associated mottes may have changed over time from that intended by 

the original builders, therefore, Shocklach was certainly a place of 

significance in medieval England. 

For both Shocklach castles, continuity of significance of place was 

crucial for their siting. Not only were they strategically placed within 

the Welsh Marches, but there is clear evidence that the Roman and 

Anglo-Saxon landscapes influenced their location. A commercial 

control of the Cheshire and Marcher landscape was of prime 

consideration, with all evidence pointing to the importance of 

facilitating and protecting trade and related route and river ways.  The 

dispersed nature of settlement in the west Cheshire landscape, 

however, did not deprive the castle builder of elite residential and 

leisure functions associated with the castles: there is evidence of a 

hunting landscape, for instance. Although the castles at Shocklach 

may have originated as part of an Anglo-Norman border defensive 

scheme, therefore, they also demonstrate the same elite residential 
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function and concern to control trade-routes as medieval castles 

elsewhere. 
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