
 

© CfAA: Radcliffe Heritage Project Volunteer Research: The geology of the Tower 2014 (17)  1 
 

  

 

    
 

Radcliffe 
Heritage Project 
Volunteer 
Research 
 
The Geology and 
Stratigraphy of 
Radcliffe Tower and 
the Surrounding Area 
 
Draft Version 1 
 
Client:  
 
Bury Council 
 
Technical Report:  
 
Samantha Mayo 
 

    Report No: 17/2014 
 



 

© CfAA: Radcliffe Heritage Project Volunteer Research: The geology of the Tower 2014 (17)  2 
 

Contents 
 
 

 
 

1. The Geology and Stratigraphy of Radcliffe    3 
 

2. The Geology of Radcliffe Tower      4 
 

3. Possible Sources of the Building Stone     5 
 

4. Conclusion          6 
 

5. Sources              7 
 

Illustrations          8 
 
  



 

© CfAA: Radcliffe Heritage Project Volunteer Research: The geology of the Tower 2014 (17)  3 
 

1. The Geology and Stratigraphy of Radcliffe 
 
 
 

 
The area of Radcliffe, like much of northwest England, is sited upon late Carboniferous, 
Pennine middle coal measures as a part of the Lancashire coalfield complex. While there are 
some outcrops of exposed coal seams, much of the coal measure itself, including parts of the 
Radcliffe area, is overlain by sedimentary rock. These upper sedimentary rock layers are 
commonly composed of sand, clay and gravel deposits from quaternary glaciation.  
 
Radcliffe town is situated within the Irwell valley area, north of the river Irwell, lying where 
the stratigraphy alters to thick beds of red sandstone. It is this distinctive colouring that is 
visible on exposed outcrops, opposite the town on the banks of the river Irwell, which 
supposedly contributed to the name Radcliffe, meaning Red Cliffs.  
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2. The Geology of Radcliffe Tower 
 
 
 

 
Radcliffe tower itself comprises of many different rock types, with stones cut in varying sizes, 
from various stages of repair and alterations, such as the infilling of the doorways. 
 
The original early structure is composed of a red sandstone with the stratigraphic name of Nob 
End rock, named after the main outcrop at Nob End in the upper Irwell valley. In its weathered 
state, as it is found at the tower, the sandstone is soft, fissile and fine-grained. The red 
colouring weathers to a yellow-brown colour, although this is not clearly visible on the tower 
due to pollution discolouring the rock face.    
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3. Possible Sources of Building Stone 
 
 

The only known local sandstone quarry in Radcliffe was located around Church street and 
Bridgefield street, just south-east of the tower.  The quarry was first established in 1812. By 
1911 it was being claimed by local district council with the land being available to let at a rent 
of £8 and 5 shillings. 
 
While there is no direct evidence to suggest this quarry is the source of the rock but local 
stories claim it was the source of the towers stone, there are no other know quarries for Nob 
End rock in the area and it is the closest outcrop of Nob End rock to the Tower, so could easily 
have been transported from quarry site to masons and tower.  
 
One other possible theory for the source of the original stone for the tower, is that the stone 
was cut from spoil accumulated from a mine dug on common pasture in Radcliffe. This mine 
was established by Adam de Radcliffe, son of William, in 1246. While this is prior to the 
construction of the tower and there are no records associating the mine with the tower, bar 
being owned by the same family, it is possible that the mine, most likely a coal mine, was 
inherited and sandstone from the mine used for the tower. However the exact location of the 
mine is unknown.  
 
If however, the mine was extracting from one of the many coal seams running close to the 
tower, then the mine may have had to cut through Nob end rock outcrops to access the coal. 
This particularly would have been the case, if the mine was opencast and expanded as coal ran 
out and technology advanced allowed further extraction. 
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4. Conclusion 
 
 
 

While the exact source of the stone used to build Radcliffe tower is currently still unknown 
and could be questioned, evidence suggests the sandstone quarry, or at least stone from that 
same area, is most likely the source rock. This is due to its close proximity to the tower and 
accessibility. The de Radcliffe mine may yet still be the source, however there is a lack of 
records to support this. 
 
The area the stone came from could be narrowed down or even identified, through further 
practical research by means of petrological comparison. This can be done by analyzing, under 
geological microscopes, microfilm slide samples of the tower stone and samples of nob end 
rock from various locations which serve as potential source locations. This comparison will 
allow a match or near match to be identified, to suggest a source location, from the minor 
variations in the mineralogy of the rock in various locations. If one of the variations match the 
tower sample it could be concluded that the stone for the tower originated in that location. This 
would be an area of further research for the future, however it would require much time and 
money to locate all possible sources and obtain suitable, unpolluted samples for both the 
sources and the tower itself. 
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5. Sources 
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   Fig 1: Radcliffe Tower and its location in the Irwell valley – an aerial view looking east 
from 1995. 

Fig 2: The fabric of Radcliffe Tower showing the variety of material used. 
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Fig 3: The drift and solid geology of the Radcliffe Tower are. Source: British Geological 
Survey. 
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  Fig 4: An 1810 estate map from the Wilton Collection at Bolton showing the tower and 
the manor of Radcliffe with surrounding fields. No quarries are shown on this map. 


