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Foreword: Cllr Hayes, Executive Member for Planning and Housing 
bƻǘǘƛƴƎƘŀƳΩǎ ŎŀǾŜǎ ŀǊŜ ŀ ŘŜŦƛƴƛƴƎ ŦŜŀǘǳǊŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŎƛǘȅΩǎ ƘƛǎǘƻǊƛŎ 
environment, forming an extraordinary legacy carved into 
sandstone over the course of more than 1000 years. Nottingham 
City Council is committed to safeguarding this irreplaceable 
subterranean heritage, recognising the importance of the caves 
not only as archaeological assets but as a distinctive part of the 
city's cultural and economic identity. The preservation and 
ǎǳǎǘŀƛƴŀōƭŜ ǳǎŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŎƛǘȅΩǎ ŎŀǾŜǎ ŀǊŜ ŀ ǊŜǎǇƻƴǎƛōƛƭƛǘȅ ŦƻǊ 
owners, but also an opportunity.  
 
This Nottingham Caves Technical Guide complements Policy HE2 
(Caves) of the Land and Planning Policies Local Plan (Part 2) and 
sits alongside the Management of the Caves of Nottingham 
Supplementary Planning Document. Together, these documents 
form a robust framework for ensuring that caves are identified, 
protected, maintained, and, where appropriate, brought into 
new uses that respect their significance. 
 
Through practical advice and clear guidance, this document supports those who own engage with 
bƻǘǘƛƴƎƘŀƳΩǎ ŎŀǾŜǎτas owners or developersτin making informed, responsible decisions that help 
conserve and celebrate these remarkable heritage assets. 
 

Disclaimer:  

Caves may not be stable structures and should always be accessed with caution.  The guidance in this 

document is given on the basis that cave owners have made their own investigations into the stability 

of the cave situated on their property and that the appropriate risk assessments are in place. Cave 

owners should seek appropriate advice, including professional advice where necessary. Nottingham 

City Council, Locus Consulting and OSE Consulting take no responsibility for any damage, incident, 

accident or injury that occurs to any object or person as a result of cave access instigated by this 

guidance.      
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Introduction 

Introduction 
Nottingham has a unique collection of approximately 930 known sandstone cave systems. Whether a 

simple cellar or an ornately carved chamber, every cave in the city is significant in some way. As a 

collection they are internationally important, with some individual examples offered the highest levels 

of protection. 

This guidance document provides a technical introduction to the key issues and opportunities 

ŀǎǎƻŎƛŀǘŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ǳǎŜ ŀƴŘ ŎƻƴǎŜǊǾŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ bƻǘǘƛƴƎƘŀƳΩǎ ŎŀǾŜǎ. A growing number of owners and 

businesses are re-using their caves in creative ways and this guidance aims to facilitate the process of 

securing new sustainable uses for them.  

 

A City of Caves 
Ensuring caves are maintained and put to a use is important in ensuring they are conserved and 

enjoyed in the future. Those without a use are more likely to become redundant, neglected and 

potentially damaged or even destroyed.  

CƛƴŘƛƴƎ ǳǎŜǎ ŦƻǊ ŎŀǾŜǎ Ŏŀƴ ōŜ ŀ ŎƘŀƭƭŜƴƎŜΣ ōǳǘ ōŜƴŜŀǘƘ ǘƘŜ ŎƛǘȅΩǎ ǎǘǊŜŜǘǎ ŀƴŘ ōǳƛƭŘƛƴƎǎ ǘƘŜǊŜ ƛǎ 

untapped potential. Re-purposed in city life for use as gin bars, micro-event spaces, tourist attractions 

and wine cellars, the unique collection of underground spaces are experiencing a renaissance. There 

is need for both creative and practical thinking in how more caves can be accessed, used and 

integrated into city life with purpose. Caves require looking after too, and their sustainable reuse is 

actively encouraged. 

¢ƘŜ ŎƛǘȅΩǎ ŎŀǾŜǎ ŦƻǊƳ ŀƴ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴǘ ǇŀǊǘ ƻŦ ƛǘǎ ƛŘŜƴǘƛǘȅ ŀƴŘ ǘƻǳǊƛǎǘ ƻŦŦŜǊΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŀǇǇŜŀƭ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ŎƛǘȅΩǎ 

domestic and international visitors is forecast to grow. Increased access to caves, both physically and 

virtually, is a priority. Their conservation and enhancement now carry increasing weight in planning 

strategy and decision-making. New development above, over or adjacent to caves must account for 

the impact upon them, and that their sustainable re-use will be supported.  

Some uses, particularly intensive ones, can present challenges to a ŎŀǾŜΩǎ ŎƻƴǎŜǊǾŀǘƛƻƴΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƘƛǎ 

guidance highlights some of the key issues that need to be considered.  

The suitability of potential uses should be evaluated by understanding what a cave can achieve in 

partnership with other caves, as well as in isolation. The approach is fundamental to enjoying ǘƘŜ ŎƛǘȅΩǎ 

caves to their full potential and works well with how caves lend themselves to being experienced, 

often occasionally and for relatively short periods of time. The principle applies to many potential uses 

of caves, such as performance art, tours, and tastings. With around 930 known caves in the city, the 

options are endless.  
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CASE STUDY 1: Nottingham Caves Festival 
 
The Nottingham Caves Festival aims to ΨǊŀƛǎŜ 
ŀǿŀǊŜƴŜǎǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŎƛǘȅΩǎ ǳƴƛǉǳŜ ƘŜǊƛǘŀƎŜ ŀƴŘ 
provide opportunities to access caves that are 
ǳǎǳŀƭƭȅ ŎƭƻǎŜŘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǇǳōƭƛŎΦΩ First established in 
2016 by Nottingham City Museums and Galleries, 
the festival was adopted as part of the 
Nottingham Castle Project.  
 
The project initially worked with established 
heritage partners, with subsequent festivals 
broadening their approach to include 
participation from city retailers and landowners 
with caves on their premises. In 2018 it was 
decided to adopt a headline event format, 
revealing a normally inaccessible cave to the 
public each year.  
 
The festival programme features a wide range of events at various locations across the city, designed 
ǘƻ ǎƘƻǿŎŀǎŜ ǘƘŜ ŘƛǾŜǊǎƛǘȅ ƻŦ bƻǘǘƛƴƎƘŀƳΩǎ ǳƴŘŜǊƎǊƻǳƴŘ ǊŜǎƻǳǊŎŜΦ tǊŜǾƛƻǳǎ ȅŜŀǊǎ ƘŀǾŜ ƛƴŎƭǳŘŜŘ ŎŀǾŜ 
tours (including caves not usually open to the public), history talks and ghost tours, as well as more 
unusual events such as cave petanque, cave film screenings, art installations and yoga classes in the 
Park Tunnel. 
 
Organisations involved varied from established museums and tour operators, to the council and 
small businesses. Individual owners and organisations were encouraged to produce and manage 
their own risk assessments and health and safety challenges, although in some cases an example 
risk assessment was provided by the project team. For some of the more extensive cave systems, 
such as Peel Street and the Catacombs, the Nottinghamshire Fire and Rescue Service assisted in 
undertaking risk assessments and rescue plans. 
 
Volunteers played a key role during the festival, acting as cave stewards at entrances and exits, tour 
guides, as well as assisting with the planning and delivery of events. 
 
Both free to enter and fee-paying ticketed events saw extremely high levels of popularity, with all 
but one event selling out leading to several events extended their programmes. The Yoga in the Park 
Tunnel event sold out before the event was promoted. The oversubscribed levels of interest in the 
Peel Street caves headline event in 2018, 
which had not been publicly accessible 
since the 1990s, prompted Nottingham City 
Museums and Galleries opening the caves 
on a regular basis for public tours. 
 
It is hoped that the Festival will return to 
full swing, with more businesses, owners 
and organisations involved than ever 
before, building on the success of previous 
years and capturing the clear appetite for 
experiencing caves in Nottingham.  
 

Peel Street Caves - Credit Lamar Francois 
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Using this Guide 
This guide is divided into five-parts aimed at securing the long-term use and conservation of caves. 

Each part sets out helpful advice about the key considerations for using caves, with advice on where 

to find further information.  

Depending on the circumstances, each part can be consulted individually or in succession as part of a 

process of bringing a new use to a cave. Once ȅƻǳΩǾŜ located a cave (Part A), understanding its 

characteristics (Part B), both in terms of its architectural qualities as well as its condition (Part C), is an 

essential step. The character of a cave will have a strong influence on the type and intensity of use 

that it can accommodate. Some caves are more capable of securing a use than others and enabling 

works can be undertaken, with some common examples discussed in Parts D and E.  

In some circumstances planning permission for the development of a cave, including a change of Use 

Class, may be required. Other consents may also apply for works undertaken to protected caves. In 

the vast majority of instances, a permission is not required and works should be undertaken in 

accordance with good practice and guidance, examples of which are highlighted throughout this 

report.  

This guide should also be read in conjunction with ǘƘŜ bƻǘǘƛƴƎƘŀƳ /ƛǘȅ /ƻǳƴŎƛƭΩǎ Supplementary 

Planning Document - Management of the Caves of Nottingham (2019) which provides further detail 

regarding the management of caves in the planning process.  

 

A Locating Caves 

B Understanding & Recording your Cave 

C Condition 

D Using your Cave 

E Alterations and Maintenance 
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A .ǊƛŜŦ IƛǎǘƻǊȅ ƻŦ bƻǘǘƛƴƎƘŀƳΩǎ /ŀǾŜǎ 
The earliest reference of caves in Nottingham was from 9th century AD with King Alfred's chronicler 

Bishop Asser describing Nottingham as Tiggua Cobauc in the archaic Brittonic language and 

Speluncarum Domus ƛƴ [ŀǘƛƴΦ .ƻǘƘ ǘǊŀƴǎƭŀǘŜ ŀǎ ΨIƻǳǎŜ ƻŦ /ŀǾŜǎΩΦ IƻǿŜǾŜǊΣ ǘƘŜ ŜȄǘŜƴǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŎƛǘȅΩǎ 

caves and types of uses they were put to during this early period remains a mystery. Consequently, 

any evidence that might shed light on the early use of caves is highly valuable.  

Few caves appear to have been cut for the purposes of quarrying, with NottinƎƘŀƳΩǎ ǎǘƻƴŜ ǘƻƻ ŦǊƛŀōƭŜ 

to be used in construction. Softer areas of geology were occasionally dug for building sand, such as 

along Mansfield Road. More often than not, caves were dug with a specific purpose in mind for the 

space created.  

The earliest surviving material evidence for the construction and use of caves is Medieval. Fragments 

of 13th century pottery were recovered from a cave along Castle Gate and at Drury Hill. Early caves 

were frequently cut into the sides of exposed sandstone cliffs and sometime accessed via a building 

attached to the cliff face. Today, the arrangement can still be experienced at the Trip to Jerusalem and 

the Hand and Heart public houses. 

 
Ye Olde Trip to Jerusalem, Nottingham 

During the Medieval period caves were likely used either as domestic cellars or for industrial and 

commercial purposes. In houses they most likely were used for storing food and produce. Their 

ǊŜƭŀǘƛǾŜƭȅ ƭƻǿ ǘŜƳǇŜǊŀǘǳǊŜǎ ŀƴŘ Ŏƻƴǎǘŀƴǘ ŎƭƛƳŀǘƛŎ ŎƻƴŘƛǘƛƻƴǎ ǇǊƻƳƻǘŜŘ ǘƘŜƳ ŀǎ ǘƘŜ ŎƛǘȅΩǎ ŜŀǊƭȅ ŦǊƛŘƎŜǎ 

and larders, including as cellars by bƻǘǘƛƴƎƘŀƳΩǎ Ƴŀƴȅ ǇǳōǎΦ ¢ƘŜre is an early record from 1244 AD of 

a cave being used for accommodation by two monks at Lenton Hermitage, but little further evidence 

until much later in the medieval period.  

Caves were also put to industrial uses during the Medieval period, with their climatic conditions once 

again lending themselves to specific uses. Some of the most common uses were tanning and malting. 
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Industrial uses were often complex and required certain shapes and sizes of caves, occasionally leading 

to complexes of interlinked chambers. Malt kiln caves, such as those on Castle Gate, Bridlesmith Gate 

and Drury Hill, typically consist of a large circular kiln chamber (around 3-4m across) with adjacent 

caves used for the germination process and for storage in pits and on ledges. Descending deep 

beneath the surface, caves often contained well shafts to access water.  

bƻǘǘƛƴƎƘŀƳΩǎ ŎŀǾŜǎ ƘŀŘ ŀ ŎŜƴǘǊŀƭ ŀƴŘ ǾŀƭǳŜŘ ǊƻƭŜ ƛƴ ƳŜŘƛŜǾŀƭ ƭƛŦŜ ŀƴŘ ƛƴŦƭǳŜƴŎŜŘ ǘƘŜ ŎƛǘȅΩǎ ƛƴŘǳǎǘǊƛŀƭ 

and economic development. A limited number of individual caves fulfilled more strategic roles as 

tunnels, providing important points of access and escape. Perhaps the most famous example in the 

Ŏƛǘȅ ƛǎ aƻǊǘƛƳŜǊΩǎ IƻƭŜ, which led between the base of Castle Rock to the ŎŀǎǘƭŜΩǎ upper bailey. Some 

other tunnels and links still exist beneath the city, although most stories of connecting tunnels 

between cave systems are myths.  

The majority of caves appear to have been excavated in the period between 1600-1900 AD. The city 

was expanding rapidly at this time, particularly from the mid-19th century onwards. Caves continued 

to be used for industrial and commercial purposes: many appear to have been increasingly cut 

beneath private houses for both practical reasons and for entertainment, but also for simple extra 

space within the very crowded city centre that Nottingham then was. Although many are utilitarian in 

character, some are highly architectural in form and layout, often including columns, buttresses, 

arches, pillars, and staircases. The features demonstrate that the cutting of caves had become an 

artform and had matured to support an industry of skilled craftsmen. A fine example are the three 

interlinked circular chambers beneath Willoughby House on Low Pavement, cut in the 18th century 

(See Case Study 2 below). 

The most ornate of caves come from the 18th and 19th centuries, showing they were used to express 

status and perhaps even had ritual uses. Most, if not all, sit beneath high-status houses, forming 

garden features, and can include elaborate carvings worked into the sandstone. The most renowned 

was commissioned by lace-maker Thomas Herbert and features a huge carving depicting Daniel in the 

[ƛƻƴΩǎ 5ŜƴΦ 

 

Daniel in the LionǎΩ Den sculpture in a cave beneath The Park (Credit: Nottingham Post) 
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Few caves were cut beyond the second half of the 19th century except in exceptional circumstances. 

During World War II more than 80 were used as air raid shelters, including some that were purposely 

dug, with new passageways to connect them. In the years since, caves have found occasional uses, 

but only for few people. Over the course of the 20th century the trend was regrettably one of 

abandonment and loss, but the tide is now turning with caves finding new uses in city life.  

CASE STUDY 2: The Caves of Nottingham Survey  
The Caves of Nottingham survey ƛƳǇǊƻǾŜŘ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘƛƴƎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŎƛǘȅΩǎ ŎŀǾŜǎ and is enabling greater 
virtual access into some of ǘƘŜ ŎƛǘȅΩǎ ŎŀǾŜǎ. Laser scanning and photography of 66 ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŎƛǘȅΩǎ ŎŀǾŜǎ 
and their associated buildings generated 3D imagery and video flythroughs that provide a 
remarkable insight into the unique underground resource.   
 
Analysis of the results have raised understanding about the relationship between caves and their 
overlying buildings and surrounding infrastructure. The 3D images also allow for comparison of the 
morphology of caves, identifying variances and communalities in their design and construction so 
that their value as a group can be better understood and promoted.  
 
The outcomes of the report are now an engaging educational tool enabling residents and visitors 
to the city to explore the ŎƛǘȅΩǎ ŎŀǾŜǎ Ǿƛŀ ŀ dedicated app and desktop website (see Case Study 11). 
 

Willoughby House Caves beneath Paul Smith on Low Pavement (Courtesy of York Archaeology) 
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Part A ς Locating Caves 
Identifying if you have a cave associated with your property is important step for many building 

owners and tenants in historic areas of the city.  

Locating caves is useful as: 

¶ Caves can influence the structural integrity of overlying and adjacent buildings and 

infrastructure 

¶ The impact of development upon the significance of caves is a consideration in the 

planning process 

¶ Caves are unique assets that can bring significant benefits for owners and businesses. 

The guidance below provides some useful ways to understand whether a cave is, or is likely to be, 

associated with a property. The locations of many caves are known; however, many lie undiscovered. 

If you think there is potential for a cave to exist, there are some simple steps that can be taken to 

evaluate whether one is present.  

 
OPTION 1: 

 
LOCATION 

 
OPTION 2: 

 
DESK-BASED RESEARCH 

 

 
OPTION 3: 

 
SITE-BASED RESEARCH 

 
 

 

When is a cave a cave? 

 
Passageway at Wollaton Hall cave 
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LǘΩǎ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴǘ ǘƻ know what you are looking for. When is a cave a cave, and not just a cellar? Caves in 

the city come in many different shapes and sizes, and commonly are overlooked as cellars. 

Whilst some may be simple rock-cut cellars, others are extensive complexes of chambers linked by 

passageways. For a space to be considered as a cave it must be cut from the bedrock and have, or 

once had, a rock ceiling supported by rock walls. There is no specific definition in terms of size, but the 

space should be large enough to comfortably accommodate at least one person. 

The interrelationship between caves and buildings varies considerably, with most cut directly beneath 

ŀ ōǳƛƭŘƛƴƎΩǎ ŦƻƻǘǇǊƛƴǘΣ and others extending far beyond its foundations and plot. Typically, caves will 

be accessed from their attendant building via stairs from the ground floor or the basement. Additional 

points of access may also be from surrounding garden plots, rear yards and, in some instances, 

neighbouring buildings and caves. 

 

Plan of the caves under the Salutation Inn on Maid Marian Way. The different levels are indicated by the approximate 

floorsΩ altitudes. There is another cave, currently inaccessible, beneath the frontage on St. Nicholas Street between the two 

mapped caves. Survey by Tony Waltham and Richard Storm. (Credit: Tony Waltham) 

The older a cave, the more likely it will have two or more phases, having been re-cut, repaired or 

extended. Many caves have also been reduced in size or sealed off, most commonly with brickwork.  

Phasing can be easy to detect, where new man-made materials have been introduced, or much 

harder, where previous surfaces have been reworked or concealed. As such, exposed areas of rock 

within buildings that appear to have been worked may be traces of a former cave or an indication of 

a concealed cave. 

 

Option 1: Location 
Understanding where you are located in Nottingham, specifically in respect of the city centre and the 

underlying geology, is a useful starting point for understanding the location of caves. There are now 

easy to use resources available online that can be quickly consulted. 
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Heat Map of Caves in Nottingham city centre 
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Some of the sandstone caves beneath Nottingham city centre (Credit: Tony Waltham) 

Geology: Almost all ǘƘŜ ŎƛǘȅΩǎ known caves are located in areas of Chester Formation sandstone, 

(formerly known as Nottingham Castle Sandstone Foundation). This rock unit occurs at outcrop, 

thereby forming the ground immediately beneath its thin soil cover. The extents of the sandstone in 

around the city centre lies between Lenton Boulevard and Radford Boulevard in the west, the Forest 

wƻŀŘ 9ŀǎǘ ŎŜƳŜǘŜǊȅ ŀƴŘ {ǘ !ƴƴΩǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ƴƻǊǘƘ-east, and Sneinton in the east, as shown in Nottingham 

Bedrock Geology figure below.  

Caves do extend outside of this area, and beyond the city boundary, but they are relatively few in 

number. The potential for caves to the south of the city centre is constrained by geological conditions 

coinciding with superficial alluvial deposits, and likely corresponding higher water tables and softer 

rock. The extent of the alluvium can be seen on the Nottingham Bedrock and Superficial Geology figure 

below, which shows that caves only extend into the very fringes of this geological horizon. .  

A lexicon of the underlying bedrock units marked on the bedrock map can be found on the British 

Geological Survey webpage at https://webapps.bgs.ac.uk/lexicon/.  

You can check with the British Geological Survey to see if a building lies within an area of Chester 

Formation sandstone at 

https://geologyviewer.bgs.ac.uk/?_ga=2.176399653.1283934900.1663152590-

446594215.1663152590. 

 

https://webapps.bgs.ac.uk/lexicon/
https://geologyviewer.bgs.ac.uk/?_ga=2.176399653.1283934900.1663152590-446594215.1663152590
https://geologyviewer.bgs.ac.uk/?_ga=2.176399653.1283934900.1663152590-446594215.1663152590
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Nottingham Bedrock Geology. Caves are shown in red.  
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Nottingham Bedrock and Superficial Geology. Caves are shown in red.  

 

Historic Maps: Understanding the historical development of Nottingham and looking at its extents 

during the late 19th century provides a useful insight into the potential for a cave to exist. Caves are 

typically associated with parts of the city developed prior to the 20th century (1900 AD). As such, many 

caves are likely to have been associated with a Victorian or earlier building, although some early, and 

many later, caves were independent structures. 

The easiest way to check if a site was developed prior to 1900 AD is to consult historic mapping, and 

the First (c.1882) and Second Edition (c.1899) Ordnance Survey mapping available online is a great 

place to start. There are several useful resources, ƛƴŎƭǳŘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ /ƛǘȅΩǎ ƳŀǇǇƛƴƎ ŀǇǇƭƛŎŀǘƛƻƴ 

https://maps.nottinghamcity.gov.uk/insightmapping/ as well as https://maps.nls.uk/geo/find/ and 

https://www.oldmapsonline.org/ which are amongst the easiest to use. 

Early maps of the city, including Bankes (1609), Badder & Peat (1744), Dearden (1844) and Salmon 

(1861) can give further insight into when a site was developed, assisting with ascertaining the date of 

any underlying caves.  

Looking at the date of a building currently on a site gives a useful clue too and may often be suggestive 

ƻŦ ŀƴ ŜŀǊƭƛŜǊ ŘŀǘŜ ǘƻ ǎƻƳŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŎƛǘȅΩǎ ƻƭŘŜǊ ŎŀǾŜǎ. It is important to remember that a modern building 

may have replaced earlier buildings, and caves often still survive beneath them.  

For any building within the area of the old town of Nottingham (between Upper Parliament Street and 

the flat land south of the cliff line through Broad Marsh then along Cliff Road (see the map on the 

previous page), there is a significant probability that there was once a cave. It may be open and 

accessible, or sealed off and inaccessible, or filled with concrete from subsequent development, or 

https://maps.nottinghamcity.gov.uk/insightmapping/
https://maps.nls.uk/geo/find/
https://www.oldmapsonline.org/
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totally removed by excavations prior to redevelopment. Within the old town, property owners should 

assume there is a cave until it is proven that there is not. 

Option 2: Desk-based research 
Desk based research can be a rapid or lengthy process, depending on the amount of information 

available and the appetite to examine it. The resources below are easily accessible and offer a quick 

and highly useful insight into the history of localised areas of the city, often on a building-by-building 

basis.  

Historic Environment Record  
The Nottingham City Historic Environment Record is the most 

complete mapped database of ǘƘŜ ŎƛǘȅΩǎ known archaeology, 

including caves and cave systems, with approximately 930 

currently recorded. Information recorded for each cave can vary 

from a few lines of text to significant amounts of information with 

links to detailed reports.  

New caves are frequently being found in the city and their location 

mapped within the Historic Environment Record. 

The record can be checked for a small fee for commercial enquiries. To consult the Historic 

Environment Record, please contact the City Archaeologist at uad@nottinghamcity.gov.uk. 

British Geological Survey 
The British Geological Survey also holds a register of caves in Nottingham, but their data was mainly 

collected in 1989, and last updated in 2010. Their data, held within a Geographical Information System 

with associated data layers and a database, including maps and detailed indexes, has been 

incorporated into, and superseded by, the Nottingham City Historic Environment Record. 

Local Archives 
Documentary or archival research is key to identifying the location of caves and understanding their 

development and use. A considerable amount of work has already been undertaken through the 

Nottingham Caves Database and later research, however many resources remain untapped. The 

Nottinghamshire Archives has a huge collection of archived materials including historic building plans, 

deeds, conveyancing and ownership documents, census records, historic photographs and 

newspapers. 

As discussed later, the way people have used a cave over time is part of its interest. Some uses of 

buildings may also increase the likelihood of a cave being present. For example, many public houses 

stored their beer in cave cellars.  

The Nottinghamshire Archives can be accessed in person, or remote searches can be undertaken for 

a small fee. See https://www.inspireculture.org.uk/heritage/archives/ for more information.  

  

Useful Tip: Even if a cave is not 
recorded for a specific address 
or location, information about 
surrounding areas may 
provide valuable insight into 
the potential for caves to exist. 
For this reason, it is often 
helpful to broaden your search 
into neighbouring areas.  
 

mailto:uad@nottinghamcity.gov.uk
https://www.inspireculture.org.uk/heritage/archives/
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CASE STUDY 3: Desk Based Assessment and Statements of Significance 
 
Gathering information through archival research is a proven way of evaluating the potential for 
caves, often providing positive results and/or enabling targeted on-site investigation. Where caves 
are found or know their heritage significance is evaluated to understand their architectural, historic, 
artistic and archaeological interest. So-ŎŀƭƭŜŘ Ψ5Ŝǎƪ-.ŀǎŜŘ !ǎǎŜǎǎƳŜƴǘǎΩ ŀǊŜ ǊƻǳǘƛƴŜƭȅ ǳƴŘŜǊǘŀƪŜƴ 
as part of the planning process where there is potential for development to interact with caves on 
a site.  
 
Under the bƻǘǘƛƴƎƘŀƳ /ƛǘȅ /ƻǳƴŎƛƭΩǎ Supplementary Planning Document - Management of the 
Caves of Nottingham (2019) applicants are required to submit a Desk-Based Assessment for 
development on sites where caves exist or potentially exist and might be affected by the proposals. 
 
In February 2020 York Archaeology was commissioned to compile a Statement of Significance (a 
type of Desk-Based Assessment), for a series of known caves associated with the former 
Loggerheads Public House at 59 Cliff Road, Nottingham, to inform a proposed development 
consisting of the refurbishment and extension of the former public house with the intention of 
creating 13 residential units. 
 
The assessment consulted both the National Heritage List for England (NHLE) and the Historic 
Environment Record (HER), which revealed that there were 89 other cave complexes within the 
vicinity of the site, and that although associated with standing 18th and 19th century buildings, many 
had much earlier origins.   
 
A variety of cartographic sources were also consulted, including the 1831 Staveley & Wood map, 
1882 First Edition Ordnance Survey and the 1886 Goad Insurance Plan, to track the historical 
development of buildings on the site. The assessment consulted a series of documentary sources, 
both historical and contemporary, which revealed that a portion of the cliff collapsed in 1829, 
warranting site clearance the construction of the present building. Documentary sources also 
confirmed that the caves were historically used for the storage of beer, as was common for 19th 
century public houses in the city. 
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Plan of the caves to the rear of the Loggerheads Public House (survey undertaken and drawn by Tony Waltham) 

 
The assessment deepened understanding of existing caves on site and the evaluation considered 
them to be of local interest with Ψgreater significance is derived from considering the complex as 
part of the wider network of caves, particularly those associated with 19th century public housesΩ 
(Lobb, 2020). 
 
Identification and analysis of the cave resources at an early stage enabled an informed approach to 
the design process, avoiding impact where possible. The assessment emphasises the value of 
consulting with the Nottingham City Archaeologist at the earliest opportunity, so that appropriate 
mitigation strategies for caves can be put in place.  
 
A full copy of the report is freely available through the City Council's planning portal.  
 

 

The National Heritage List for England 
The National Heritage List for England is the official register of all nationally protected buildings and 

sites in England. It includes entries for listed buildings and scheduled monuments, and other 

designated heritage assets including world heritage sites, registered parks and gardens, protected 

wrecks and battlefields. 

Information is easily accessible via an online map at https://historicengland.org.uk/listing/the-list. The 

results of a search will identity the existence of designated heritage assets on or within the vicinity of 

a building/site. Associated information such as building descriptions may divulge the presence of a 

cave.  

 

https://historicengland.org.uk/listing/the-list
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Option 3: Site Investigation 
A site investigation is most useful when undertaken in conjunction with desk-based research as it can 

help target your efforts and prepare for an inspection. Health and Safety is the primary concern for all 

site visits, so it is essential that you take time to complete a risk assessment and ensure that it is safe 

to proceed. If the structural stability of the cave is not known or could impact on any development in 

or above it, a geotechnical engineer should be consulted to ensure a cave can be entered safely.  

Caves may be encountered when undertaking building or associated works or simply through 

performing a search of a property. Sometimes there is no evidence to suggest the existence of a cave, 

but very often there are tell-tale signs.  

 

Site Investigation 
If a cave does not immediately present itself site investigation may reveal some signs that one has 

previously existed or still exists.  

If a building located within the area of Chester Formation outcrop (see Option 1 above) has a 

basement, there is an increased likelihood that an associated cave may exist, as lower lying rooms 

were often carved into the underlying sandstone. Accessing the lower floors of a property, as well as 

low-lying parts of any garden plots, may reveal evidence for caves. 

Any exposed areas of sandstone incorporated within walls or floors are a strong indicator of an existing 

or previous cave. If sandstone is apparent in the ceiling, you are likely standing in one! Equally if 

sandstone is exposed in the garden plot of a property, there is an elevated chance of finding a cave. 

Many caves and basements have been filled in with rubbish or dumped materials and subsequently 

blocked off by walls or floors. The roofs of caves may also have been purposefully removed or have 

fallen in, with floors reconstructed over the top of them. Comparing materials (e.g. the size of bricks) 

within the walls, floors and ceilings of a basement may show different phases of construction and can 

help identify the location of caves. Features such as doors, floor hatches, steps and bricked-up 

openings within cellars or ground floors may indicate the existence of a cave. 

Word of mouth is also important, and the owners/occupiers of neighbouring properties may possess 

relevant information about a property or those within the vicinity. 

If no physical signs exist, or potential caves are completely obscured by later finishes, other options 

for locating caves set out above will be of greatest assistance.  

 

Caves Found During Ground Works 
Caves are commonly found in the process of undertaking development works as well as minor works 

to ground floors and basements. Very often internal works to the lower floors of buildings and external 

groundworks within the city centre will expose sandstone bedrock as overlying materials are removed. 

If evidence exists (see Option 2 above) to suggest caves are common in the area, including within the 

site itself, works should temporarily pause to allow for a short phase of further investigation likely in 

the form of probing (see below). Exposed sandstone often forms ǇŀǊǘ ƻŦ ŀ ŎŀǾŜΩǎ ŎǊƻǿƴ όǎŜŜ tŀǊǘ /ύ 

and disturbing it or reducing its thickness can quickly have significant structural ramifications for both 

the cave and any overlying structures or land. If sandstone is exposed alongside dumped materials, 

then a cave may have collapsed and been infilled, or a blocked entrance has been uncovered. In all 
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scenarios, external advice (see Case Studies 4 & 10) should be sought before proceeding further, 

beginning with the City Archaeologist.  

If uncovered in the process of undertaking development (i.e. works that are subject to planning 

permission) or works to a listed building, the City Archaeologist must be informed. Guidance within 

ǘƘŜ bƻǘǘƛƴƎƘŀƳ /ƛǘȅ /ƻǳƴŎƛƭΩǎ Supplementary Planning Document - Management of the Caves of 

Nottingham (2019) must be followed in conjunction with any associated planning conditions. 

In some cases, caves beneath the property may extend under the highway (i.e., road and pavements 

abutting the property). In this instance the local highway authority should be informed and consulted. 

Advanced Techniques 

Where evidence suggests there is a good potential for an unknown cave to exist their presence can be 

confirmed with some more advanced techniques. However, there is no guarantee that a cave will be 

located during the process.  

The only guaranteed means of determining if there is or is not a cave below a building or property is 

to probe into the rock with a sufficient number of probes This requires a hand-held pneumatic drill 

with extension steels that can reach depths between 3 and 5 metres at minimal cost, depending on 

the loadings of any structure above the cave. Such probing will be required by the Building Control 

5ŜǇŀǊǘƳŜƴǘ ǿƛǘƘƛƴ bƻǘǘƛƴƎƘŀƳΩǎ ǇƭŀƴƴƛƴƎ ǎȅǎǘŜƳΣ ǿƘŜǊŜ ŀƴȅ ǎǘǊǳŎǘǳǊŀƭ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘ ƛǎ ƛƴǘŜƴŘŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ 

foundations bearing on the rock within the cave-rich area of the old town. Probing is a standard and 

rapid procedure for locating voids beneath buildings, and local Geo-Environmental Consultants have 

developed equipment specifically for this process and can often be called out onto site quickly in order 

to verify whether a cave exists.  

CASE STUDY 4: The Confetti Campus HQ, Nottingham Trent University 
 
Built in 2018, bƻǘǘƛƴƎƘŀƳ ¢ǊŜƴǘΩǎ Confetti Campus HQ is now home to more than 2,000 creative 
technology students.  
 
An Archaeological Desk Based Assessment undertaken by York Archaeology identified the potential 
ŦƻǊ ŎŀǾŜǎ ǘƻ ŜȄƛǎǘ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ōŀǎƛǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǎƛǘŜΩǎ ƭƻŎŀǘƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ ƘƛǎǘƻǊƛŎŀƭ ŀŎǘƛǾƛǘȅ ǳǇƻƴ ƛǘΦ Geotechnical and 
Environmental Associates (GEA) undertook initial ground investigation prior to demolition of 
buildings on the site however no caves were encountered. Due to its location within the city probing 
of the site on a tight grid pattern was recommended when access became available.  
 
Following demolition, archaeological investigation of the site revealed layers of history, mostly 
believed to be Victorian and Georgian structures, alongside a hand-carved stone spiral stair capped 
with Victorian brickwork. Further investigation revealed the entrance to two connected caves and 
a programme of archaeological fieldwork was agreed with the City Archaeologist.  
 
ά[ȅƛƴƎ ƛƳƳŜŘƛŀǘŜƭȅ ƻǳǘǎƛŘŜ bƻǘǘƛƴƎƘŀƳΩǎ ƳŜŘƛŜǾŀƭ ŘŜŦŜƴŎŜǎΣ ǘƘŜ ŜȄŎŀǾŀǘƛƻƴ Ƙŀǎ ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜŘ 
important new information about what was happening immediately outside the town up to 700 
years ago. This site is the most significant to be excavated in the city centre ƛƴ ƳƻǊŜ ǘƘŀƴ ŀ ŘŜŎŀŘŜΦέ 
(Scott Lomax, City Archaeologist) 
 
Once the archaeological survey was complete GEA returned to carry out probing works within and 
around the caves to check for additional caves. Probing was undertaken using a handheld 
compressed air rock drill in the caves and in areas that were not accessible to large machinery. The 
remainder of the site was investigated using a Comacchio Geo 305 rotary rig. 
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The discovery required a rapid rethink of the 
ǇǊƻǇƻǎŜŘ ǇƛƭƛƴƎ ƳŜǘƘƻŘǎ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ōǳƛƭŘƛƴƎΩǎ 
foundations to ensure the cave was 
protected and that piles were embedded into 
solid sandstone. The piles supported a 
suspended ground floor slab that spanned 
over the caves. The caves were backfilled 
with Type 1 crushed concrete and excavated 
sandstone in preparation for the 
construction phase. The impact on the cave 
was minimised to the partial loss of a section 
of its roof and a supporting pillar.  
 
Early engagement with the City Archaeologist 
and contractors, including York Archaeology, 
ensured a hard deadline for the completion of 
enabling works on site was met and the 
building programme for the £9.12m scheme 
was uninterrupted. Members of the public 
were engaged through information boards 
facing Lower Parliament Street, and the 
project offered a remarkable opportunity to 
raise ǘƘŜ ŎƭƛŜƴǘΩǎ ǇǳōƭƛŎ ǇǊƻŦƛƭŜΣ ƛƴŎƭǳŘƛƴƎ 
through considerable positive press coverage.    Image Courtesy of York Archaeology 
 
For more information see: https://www.gea-ltd.co.uk/the-confetti-campus-hq.html  

 

However, it is important to stress that not only is probing expensive, but it can be a destructive 

process in itself, can lead to risk of collapse, and can lead to future issues, such as water ingress, . As 

such it should only be used where necessary and in accordance with the bƻǘǘƛƴƎƘŀƳ /ƛǘȅ /ƻǳƴŎƛƭΩǎ 

Supplementary Planning Document - Management of the Caves of Nottingham (2019). Recent trials 

by the British Geological Survey show that geophysical techniques, such as ground penetrating radar, 

electro-magnetic surveying, and gravity surveying, may be viable non-destructive alternatives for 

cave prospecting that could reduce both risk and cost. 

  
Impact of Cave Probing including localised area of spalling and later water ingress (Credit: Tim Allen) 

  

https://www.gea-ltd.co.uk/the-confetti-campus-hq.html
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Part B ς Understanding & Recording your Cave 
Caves provide a fascinating insight into the underlying geology of the city, but their value primarily lies 

in their heritage significance. Making a record of your cave can be an exciting undertaking and will 

almost certainly reveal something new and intriguing. 

Reading a Cave 
Caves are typically made up of a limited number of core elements, including one or more entrances 

providing access and/or egress to a cave chamber with rock cut walls, a rock ceiling, and a floor. 

 
Illustrative Cave Diagram 

The manner by which caves are accessed varies and, to some degree, dictates whether the cave fits 

into two loose types: those accessed from above and those accessed from the side. Access typically 

comprises a flight of cut stone steps, sometime replaced with brick, although some caves cut into 

exposed rock cliffs can be entered at ground floor level. 

Floors are sometimes made of packed earth or brick above the rock surface to protect the soft, 

exposed, sandstone although bare sandstone floors are also well known.  
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Other entrances or exits might have specific functions, such as barrel drops for public houses, shafts 

and chimneys. Windows and light wells are less common, with the former only seen in caves cut into 

rock cliffs, such as at Castle Rock. 

Many caves are made up of a single chamber with single point of access from ground floor or 

basement level. However, there are some highly complex cave systems, made up of two or more 

chambers linked via passages that extend laterally and stairwells that descend vertically. The most 

complicated systems known to date comprise up to 20 chambers on multiple levels and connecting 

passageways extending for around 150m. Vertical arrangements of multiple chambers can be linked 

by stairwells, and tunnels are often used to establish a secondary access, sometimes extending a 

considerable distance to establish an alternative route or connection. Tunnels may have been a means 

of escape or as a means of bringing bulky materials into a cave when access from above is restricted. 

Smaller chambers are often entirely supported by their walls, but a few with broader spans 

incorporate supporting columns or pillars. Where carved from natural stone, these often-decorative 

ǇƛƭƭŀǊǎ ŦƻǊƳ ǇŀǊǘ ƻŦ ŀ ŎŀǾŜΩǎ ƻǊƛƎƛƴŀƭ ŘŜǎƛƎƴΣ ǎǳŎƘ ŀǎ ǘƘƻǎŜ ōŜƴŜŀǘƘ ²ƛƭƭƻǳƎƘōȅ IƻǳǎŜΦ .ǊƛŎƪ ōǳƛƭǘ 

columns are likely to have been added later, to provide additional support due to structural concerns 

or because a smaller chamber has been enlarged. A key element of a cave is its crown, comprising the 

ǘƘƛŎƪƴŜǎǎ ƻŦ ǊƻŎƪ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ǘƘŜ ŎŀǾŜΩǎ ŎŜƛƭƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ƴŜŀǊŜǎǘ ƻǾŜǊƭȅƛƴƎ ǎǳǊŦŀŎŜ ŀōƻǾŜΦ 

Decorative carvings are rare and of high value, typically including sculptures, tables and embellished 

pillars. Many caves have functional features that are illustrative of a specific domestic, commercial or 

industrial use. Features include wells, cisterns, coal chutes candle shelfs, wine bins, alcoves, niches, 

and ledges cut in the rock. Thralls are a common feature and comprise a broad low-level shelf around 

the perimeter of the cave wall. More specialist features are of high value and include tanning pits or 

vats, cess pits, and barrel drops. Rarely, caves are entirely formed to fulfil single specialist functions 

such as the malt kilns under Castle Gate. 

 
Kiln chamber within a malting complex beneath a building on Castle Gate (Credit: Tony Waltham)  
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Caves often have features associated with their construction, such as carved or scratched initials, tool 

markings, and bore holes. These latter features were used to ascertain the location or one cave in 

relation to another cave or the surface.  

More information about the features of caves can be found ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ōƻƻƪ ά{ŀƴdstone Caves of 

bƻǘǘƛƴƎƘŀƳέ ōȅ Tony Waltham. 

 

Evaluating a Cave 
Identifying what is significant about a cave is a key step in making plans for its future. Understanding 

its construction, architecture, history and condition will be a source of understanding and assist in 

securing it a sustainable use. 

Technical surveys can be commissioned but expert advice is not always needed. The value of basic 

approaches to recording significance should not be underestimated. Undertaking your own research 

into the significance of a cave is a useful process in identifying the preferred use of a cave.   

Research does not have to be exhaustive and should focus on setting out some of the key aspects of 

ǘƘŜ ŎŀǾŜΩǎ architectureΣ ŀǎ ǿŜƭƭ ŀǎ ǘƘŜ ƘƛǎǘƻǊȅ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŎŀǾŜΩǎ ŎǊŜŀǘƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ ǳǎŜΦ Specific surveys can also 

consider condition, structural integrity, maintenance needs, accessibility and environmental 

characteristics, some of which are discussed in Part D.  

 

Articulating Heritage Significance 
A caveΩs Ψheritage significanceΩ is best described according to a its architectural, artistic, historic and/or 

archaeological interest. The four terms are a useful starting point for setting out what is special about 

a cave, and a Ψ{ǘŀǘŜƳŜƴǘ ƻŦ {ƛƎƴƛŦƛŎŀƴŎŜΩ ƛǎ ŀ requirement of applications for planning permission and 

listed building consent when a cave is a material consideration in the planning process.  

Architectural Interest 

Architectural interest concerns the design and aesthetic of 

structures. As relatively rare man-made features, hewn out 

of the bedrock by hand, the shape and plan form of caves 

has architectural interest. 

Many caves were created with a design in mind, for 

reasons of art and/or function. The layout and shape of 

caves provides insight into both the processes of 

construction and the rationale behind them. Varying 

degrees of craftsmanship can be detected in the way the 

cave has been sculpted out from the rock, with bespoke 

decorative and/or functional features of highest interest. 

Other caves, especially older caves, may embrace successive phases and can be weathered through 

use and natural processes. A limited number have a naturalised character. The phasing and age of 

caves can create a pleasing aesthetic, a patina that can only develop over an extended period of time.   

 

What to look for: 

¶ Chamber form 

¶ Staircases 

¶ Tool marks 

¶ Storage shelves 

¶ Features which tell us about use 

or history (e.g. tanning pits, malt 

kilns) 
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Historical Interest 

Caves are not only a material legacy. They encapsulate 

many centuries of bƻǘǘƛƴƎƘŀƳΩǎ history. Some are 

ƛƭƭǳǎǘǊŀǘƛǾŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŎƛǘȅΩǎ ƛƴŘǳǎǘǊƛŜǎΣ ǎǳŎƘ ŀǎ ƳŀƭǘƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ 

tanning, or form part of residential accommodation, 

showing the role they played in domestic life. Others are 

associated with particular individuals, including their 

owners and architects. A small number of caves 

commemorate legends, luminaries or specific events in the 

ŎƛǘȅΩǎ ƘƛǎǘƻǊȅ, taking on a high communal value. 

Historical interest is typically unearthed through desk-

based and site-based research (See Options 2 and 3 above). What ǿŜ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘ ŀōƻǳǘ ŎŀǾŜǎΩ 

historical interest animates them, bringing them to life and adding value to their architectural fabric. 

Importantly, an understanding of the historical interest of caves affords them a collective meaning as 

a group, stimulating a sense of cultural identity amongst owners, visitors and the wider community 

alike, which is unique to Nottingham.   

 

Artistic Interest 

Elements of a cave may also have artistic interest, 

especially decorative features with expressive 

characteristics. Artistic interest manifests in human 

creative skills, with deliberately conceived elements of 

decoration or ornamentation, such as sculpture. Several 

caves in the city display remarkable artistic interest from 

small scale graffiti to artistic scenes, such as Daniel in the 

LionsΩ Den. Artistic interest is also evident in the design 

and craftsmanship of a caveΩs excavation, with round-

arched roofs and doorways bestowing the caves an 

enchanting character.  

 

Archaeological Interest 

Archaeology is the interpretation of the material remains of 

past human activity, offering a unique understanding of 

how and when a cave was used. The most common and 

easily accessible remains with archaeological interest are 

objects simply left in the caves, abandoned when they fell 

out of use. These are usually quite recent in date, such as 

19th and 20th century glass bottles and pottery, which, are 

the most common artefacts found. In rarer cases, air raid 

posters and signs can be found. Many caves are also used as dumping grounds, often for materials 

removed from the host building. Residual material may be of interest in understanding the 

relationship between the cave and building (or buildings) it was associated with. Dumped materials 

may also be mixed in with earlier archaeology relating to the cave itself.  Older archaeology, including 

remains of medieval date, can also be found within the floors of caves. When adapted for new uses 

cave floors were often made up with mud, aggregate, sand and more recently cementitious materials, 

What to look for: 

¶ Associations with important 

individuals (e.g. owners, 

architects, victors)  

¶ Associations with events (e.g. 

Blitz, Civil War) 

¶ Features or information which 

ŀŦŦƻǊŘ ŀƴ ƛƴǎƛƎƘǘ ƛƴǘƻ ŀ ŎŀǾŜΩǎ ǳǎŜ 

 

What to look for: 

¶ Sculpture (e.g. Daniel in the LionsΩ 

Den) 

¶ Relief carvings 

¶ Ornamentation with tufa 

¶ Carved column/pilasters (table at 

Willoughby House) 

 

What to look for: 

¶ Tool marks 

¶ Floor surfaces capable of 

concealing buried deposits 

¶ Phasing 

¶ Surviving artefacts 
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such as concrete. Materials introduced can conceal and preserve traces of earlier human activity. As 

such care should be taken when excavating floors and expert advice taken wherever possible.  

 

Group Value 

Once the heritage significance of a cave has been defined, think about how it relates to the wider 

landscape of the city and identify any connections that afford it a group value. Where relationships 

exist with designated heritage assets, such as conservation areas and listed buildings, group value is 

likely to be amplified.  

The value of bƻǘǘƛƴƎƘŀƳΩǎ ŎŀǾŜǎ ŀǎ ŀƴ ŀǎǎŜƳōƭŀƎŜ ƛǎ ƻŦ 

growing importance to the city. How one cave compares to 

another in terms of its architectural, artistic, historical and 

archaeological value is broadening our understanding of a 

resource that is unique to the city. 

Caves share group value with other caves, buildings and 

structures in the city for many reasons. Many retain active 

ǊŜƭŀǘƛƻƴǎƘƛǇǎ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜƛǊ ΨƘƻǎǘΩ ōǳƛƭŘƛƴƎ, some of which are 

protected as designed heritage assets (e.g. listed buildings), 

offering the cave the same level of protection. Group value 

may also be through a shared location, such as the many 

caves in built into Castle Rock. Caves with common uses (e.g. 

industrial) and the same period of construction also 

combine to generate group value.  

The resources set out in Part B ς Option 2: Desk-Based Research can help identify Group Value. 

  

What to look for:     

¶ Historic buildings within the 

immediate vicinity of the cave 

¶ Heritage designations (listed 

buildings, conservation areas, 

scheduled monuments) 

¶ Known caves with similar 

historical uses and/or 

construction properties, built 

around the same period in the 

immediate area and in the wider 

city.  
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CASE STUDY 5: A Remarkable Group of Caves in The Park Estate 
Considered by some to be the most spectacular caves in Nottingham are those excavated for 
Alderman Thomas Herbert, a wealthy lace manufacturer, and his cousin, William Herbert on the 
north side of the Park Estate in the mid-19th century. The series of individual caves were located 
within gardens and were accessed by a tunnel from his property on The Ropewalk.  
 

 
Plan and profile section of ThƻƳŀǎ IŜǊōŜǊǘΩǎ ƎŀǊŘŜƴ ŎŀǾŜǎ (Waltham A. C., The Sandstone Caves of Nottingham, 1992) 
(Credit: Tony Waltham) 

 
Columns Cave is a rectangular rock cut chamber approximately 13m by 7m in plan and 3m high, 
open to its western end. The roof of the cave is carried on 3 rows of 6 square rock columns, one of 
which is replaced in brick, with relief panels and capitals. The walls are divided by similar half-
columns, and between them figures and crucifixes carved into the stone.  
 
Herbarium Cave comprises two rock cut chambers at different levels, each approximately 3m by 
2m in size. Linked by a tunnel which is accessed from the garden by a gate, the western chamber 
has an open veranda looking out over The Park Estate. Perimeter ledges with pronounced raised 
and rounded edges may have been used for potted plants and the chambers were heated by a 
hypocaust. 
 
Summerhouse Cave is a small grotto like cave with carved date of 1872. The chamber has a central 
font with animals carved in full and bas relief on walls and columns. Recessed walls are adorned 
with blocks of tufa believed to be imported from the Peak District.  
 
DanielΩǎ /ŀǾŜ (See also Case Study 6) ƛǎ ǇŜǊƘŀǇǎ ƻƴŜ ƻŦ bƻǘǘƛƴƎƘŀƳΩǎ Ƴƻǎǘ renowned ornamental 
caves. The cave is 10m by 6m and is open to the daylight at its western end and via a rooflight set 
in a carved and ribbed dome roof supported by 4 columns. Within the rear wall, a near life-size 
scene carved directly from the bedrock depicts Daniel and the LionsΩ Den. Although the cave is 
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older, dating from about 1840, the carving is believed to date from around 1856. Attached, 
immediately north, is a passageway and flight of rock cut steps with pillars and balustrades carved 
in the sandstone adorned with niches and statues. The stairs are a copy from those at the stately 
home, Haddon Hall in Derbyshire.  
 
All of the caves, as well as the Haddon Stairs, are Grade II listed buildings in their own right. Together 
they have incredible Group Value as an assemblage of ornamental caves associated with a 
prominent individual ƛƴ bƻǘǘƛƴƎƘŀƳΩǎ ƘƛǎǘƻǊȅΣ Alderman Herbert.  They now sit beneath the gardens 
of privately-owned houses and not accessible to visitors. 
 

Rendered 3D Scan of Columns Cave (Credit: York Archaeology) 
 

Making a Record 
Our knowledge of caves to date is contingent upon records of their existence and character. Making 

and sharing even a simple record of a cave raises our understanding of the resource considerably. A 

record, including a plan, is an essential part of maintaining a cave and succeeding in finding it a viable 

use.  

Measured Plan 
A simple measured survey of your cave is a very useful task to undertake. ! ΨōŀǎŜƭƛƴŜ ƻŦŦǎŜǘ ǎǳǊǾŜȅΩ ƻŦ 

your cave will enable you to accurately plot the outline of your cave and any features. The technique 

requires some basic equipment such as graph paper, two tape measures, a couple of tent pegs, and 

two pairs of hands. You can also measure and draw sections of you caves by taking height 

measurements. Taking a compass with you will help you orientate the cave too. The process is great 

fun and there are many videos online that explain the technique.  

Plans can then be annotated with information about architectural features of interest (such as candle 

holders, columns, barrel drops etc), condition and services. Usefully, a measured plan will also assist 

in understanding the capacity for items to be introduced into a cave, such as furniture or even people.  

Where possible, orientating the plan of your cave to the building above is a very useful thing to do. It 

can explain how a building and cave interrelate, and show the extents of the cave from above ground. 
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LŦ ȅƻǳΩǊŜ able to measure heightΣ ǘƘŜƴ ƛǘ Ŏŀƴ ŀƭǎƻ ƘŜƭǇ ǘƻ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ŘŜǇǘƘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŎŀǾŜΩǎ ŎǊƻǿƴΦ 

The process will also help identify if surface activity is impacting upon a cave and how this can be 

mitigated (e.g. drainage).  

3D Laser scan image of Deckchair (Credit: SurveyHub) 

Due to advances in technology, the general accepted best practice for creating a permanent record of 

a cave is to obtain a 3D Laser Scan and resulting point cloudΣ ŀǎ ǎƘƻǿƴ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŀōƻǾŜ ƛƳŀƎŜΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ ΨǇƻƛƴǘ 

ŎƭƻǳŘΩ ŜŦŦŜŎǘƛǾŜƭȅ ǊŜǇǊƻŘǳŎŜǎ ǘƘŜ ŜȄǘŜƴǘǎ ƻŦ ǿƘŀǘ ƛǎ ǎǳǊǾŜȅŜŘ ƛƴǘƻ ŀ ŘƛƎƛǘŀƭ ŦƻǊƳŀǘΣ ǾƛŜǿŀōƭŜ ƻƴ 

computers and applications once pieced together. The specialist process is now much more financially 

accessible and produces precise results that can be used for a variety of uses. These include 

dissemination online and producing sectional or plan views from the surveyed area. The process can 

also demonstrate the relationship between a cave and any overlying structures.  

! ǇǊŜǾƛƻǳǎƭȅ ŎŀǊǊƛŜŘ ƻǳǘ Ǉƻƛƴǘ ŎƭƻǳŘ ΨŦƭȅ-ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘΩ ƻŦ ŎŀǾŜǎ ōŜƭƻǿ 5ŜǊōȅ wƻŀŘ Ŏŀƴ ōŜ ǎŜŜƴ ōȅ ǾƛǎƛǘƛƴƎ 

this link: https://youtu.be/tA0eNlfyi5E.  

Photographic survey 
A photographic survey of a cave is a useful exercise that anyone with a basic camera can undertake. 

Caves can be a bit tricky to photograph well and some simple equipment will make a big difference. 

Ensuring you have plenty of light is key, and multiple lights will help avoid shadows. Using a tripod will 

also significantly improve the quality of imagery in low light conditions. Placing a scale such as a 

ranging pole or, for smaller features, a ruler scale or similar, will assist in interpreting the content of 

photographs. If you can, an arrow indicating the orientation of the photograph should also be used.  

Photogrammetry can also be used to produce 3D models. Free software and guides are available 

online. Although it is not as accurate as LiDAR, it is a cheaper alternative and can produce scale 3D 

model from a conventional camera or mobile phone 

 

https://youtu.be/tA0eNlfyi5E
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Photograph of tool markings at Wollaton Hall cave with 30cm scale and north arrow 

 

Archival and Documentary Research 
Discovering your caveΩs past uses will provide an invaluable insight into its historical interest. The first 

ǇƻǊǘ ƻŦ Ŏŀƭƭ ǿƛƭƭ ōŜ ŀƴȅ ǇǊƛǾŀǘŜ ŎƻƭƭŜŎǘƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ ŘƻŎǳƳŜƴǘǎ ŀōƻǳǘ ǘƘŜ Ƙƻǎǘ ōǳƛƭŘƛƴƎΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜǊŜΩǎ ƴƻ 

substitute for speaking to people who have lived in or nearby the building for long period of time. See 

Part B ς Option 2 for more guidance.  

 

Documenting the Results  
Creating a short and concise report is an important part of making a record and sets a benchmark for 

more information to be added. There is no strict format, but details might include: 

¶ Property address 

¶ Location of cave and details of access 

¶ Scaled plans or otherwise 

¶ Photographs 

¶ Construction and phasing 

¶ Description of heritage significance 

¶ Observations about condition 

¶ Services installed 

¶ Previous uses 

¶ Associations with other structures 

¶ Any designations that apply 

¶ References consulted 

 

5ƻƴΩǘ ŦƻǊƎŜǘ ǘƻ ƛŘŜƴǘƛŦȅ ǘƘŜ ŀǳǘƘƻǊόǎύ ǘƻƻ as you are likely to know the most information about your 

cave! 

When a cave is a consideration in the planning process (see Part E for more information), the 

information gathered Ŏŀƴ ōŜ ǳǎŜŘ ǘƻ ƛƴŦƻǊƳ ŀ ŦƻǊƳŀƭ Ψ{ǘŀǘŜƳŜƴǘ ƻŦ {ƛƎƴƛŦƛŎŀƴŎŜΩ ǘƘŀǘ is required for 

applications for planning permission and listed building consent.  
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Historic England have produced guidance which can assist in creating Statement of Significance, which 

is available at https://historicengland.org.uk/images-books/publications/statements-heritage-

significance-advice-note-12/heag279-statements-heritage-significance/.  

 

Shared Understanding 
Current ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘƛƴƎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŎƛǘȅΩǎ numerous caves is very fragmented and sharing information about 

individual caves is essential to understanding the nature of the resource. The results of surveys can be 

shared directly with the Nottingham City Historic Environment Record and, if the cave is attached to 

a listed building, you can submit information to be included on the National Heritage List for England 

via https://historicengland.org.uk/listing/the-list/ . 

  

https://historicengland.org.uk/images-books/publications/statements-heritage-significance-advice-note-12/heag279-statements-heritage-significance/
https://historicengland.org.uk/images-books/publications/statements-heritage-significance-advice-note-12/heag279-statements-heritage-significance/
https://historicengland.org.uk/listing/the-list/
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Part C ς Condition 
Beyond the characteristics of your cave, establishing its baseline condition, be it environmental or 

structural, is vital in establishing its future use.  A range of techniques are available, and some have 

been tested and pioneered in Nottingham. Technical surveys range from intrusive techniques such as 

probing to un-intrusive surveys (See Part B).  

Geological Properties  
The sandstone beneath the city possesses the ideal 

properties for cutting caves, and the bedrock 

geology was almost certainly a factor in the 

founding of the modern city today. 

Chester Formation  
bƻǘǘƛƴƎƘŀƳΩǎ ŎŀǾŜǎ ŀǊŜ ǇǊŜŘƻƳƛƴŀƴǘƭȅ ŀǎǎƻŎƛŀǘŜŘ 

with a Triassic sandstone created some 252 million 

years ago. Known as the Chester Formation, 

although previously called Nottingham Castle 

Sandstone, it lies within the Sherwood Sandstone 

Group. Nearly all the caves in the city are cut into 

this formation. 

 
Key Properties 
bƻǘǘƛƴƎƘŀƳΩǎ main sandstone, specifically the 

Chester Formation, is medium-to-coarse grained 

and is typically buff-grey in colour, with some 

pinkish red bands in a limited number of areas. The 

sandstone beneath the city has few joints, 

producing a consistent dependable rock mass. 

However, the rock sequence is broken by beds of 

more pebbly sandstone, mostly under 300 mm 

thick. These contain numerous rounded quartz 

pebbles measuring up to 50 mm across, as well as 

many flakes and lumps of mudstone ripup clasts that can become weathered to clay that range from 

1 mm to 200 mm across.  The clay-rich bases of these pebble beds form significant sub-horizontal 

weaknesses within the sandstone. Some cave roofs have broken or collapsed up to the pebble beds, 

creating profiles that are stepped away from the desirable stable arch, but the remaining pebble beds 

are generally stable. Most caves are cut into uniform sandstone with none of these troublesome beds.  

The rock is characterised by its moderate intact rock mass strength and widely spaced fractures, which 

both enables it to be readily excavated or carved by hand tools as well as allowing it to support spans 

of around 5m. For this reason, the roofs of broad caves are often supported by pillars.  

Due to its the low degree of cementing between the sandstone grains, it is friable and prone to erosion 

when exposed to the elements or even lightweight force. It is particularly susceptible to water, as even 

small increases in the moisture content of the sandstone can lead to significant reductions in strength. 

Undisturbed it will remain intact, and weathers slowly, as testified by the many caves around the city.  

Most crowns of Nottingham caves have a thickness of between 1 and 3m, crowns less than 1m thick 

would likely have failed during the disturbance of a caveΩǎ excavation. Current building regulations 

Sandstone geology of the Park Tunnel opening  
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require at least 3 metres of solid, unweathered rock beneath any column bases or load-bearing walls. 

However, much thinner cave roofs are generally stable where they lie beneath lightly loaded floor 

slabs. While small scale roof failure is quite common in Nottingham caves, it has been noted that 

wholesale failure, leading to building damage or road collapse is very rare and almost invariably 

related to water ingress that weakens the sandstone. 

Structural Condition 
As with any building or structure, ensuring the cave is safe to enter and occupy is paramount. With 

most caves in Nottingham between 150 and 800 years old, it is important to have a structural and/or 

geotechnical survey undertaken before establishing a use and as part of an ongoing programme of 

maintenance. A geotechnical survey would establish the stability of the cave itself, and a structural 

survey may also be required for existing structures, such as supporting walls or pillars. Surveys may 

already exist, especially as part of conveyancing procedures.  

Peel Street Caves (Credit: Lamar Francois) 

An initial assessment is likely to come in the form of a simple visual inspection and, as with any 

property, caves should be inspected on a regular basis, using good lighting.  

Initial considerations are signs of instability, failure and intensive erosion or weathering. The surface 

of caves will naturally exfoliate, as those parts in direct contact with the air dry out. However, the 

presence of fallen sand from the ceiling in concentrated areas may indicate disturbance of the cave 

face by water penetration or the beginnings of localised failure. Where there are small variations in 

geology, the intensity of weathering can vary accordingly, notably where flakes or slabs of red 

mudstone/clay within the pebble beds are wetted, softened and weakened. Although unsightly, the 

associated issues are unlikely to lead to structural failure. 


























































