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1.0 Introduction  

Pre-Construct Archaeological Services Ltd (PCAS) was commissioned by Wiles and 
Maguire (on behalf of Thornton Curtis St Lawrence PCC) to undertake archaeological 
monitoring and recording during contractors’ groundworks for the installation of new 
drains leading from rainwater downpipes to a new soakaway beside the northern 
boundary of the churchyard at St Lawrence’s Church, Thornton Curtis, North 
Lincolnshire.  

The drainage repair scheme was designed to minimise the damage to known burials 
and trees, including, where possible, re-laying new drains at shallow depths within 
ground already disturbed by existing drainage. However, some disturbance from new 
drainage runs and a soakaway, along with excavations arising from a tree stump 
removal, was foreseen, and thus monitoring by experienced archaeologists was 
required in order to mitigate any detrimental impact. 

2.0 Site location and description (figs. 1 & 2) 

The church of St. Lawrence is located within the small village of Thornton Curtis in 
the county of North Lincolnshire, some 7km south-east of Barton upon Humber and 
6km south of the River Humber. The settlement contains a number of small 19th 
century cottages and farmsteads, a former school, a converted chapel and a public 
house. These properties are spaced along the Main Street, with trees and small 
fields between.  

The church, which is a Grade I listed building, is situated at the centre of the village, 
at the junction of Main Street (the A1077) and Laurel Lane. It occupies an elevated 
position, on a square raised embankment, with a stone capped brick retaining wall, 
and its main approach to the south door is via a timber lych gate onto Main Street. 
The church is an imposing Gothic building, with a combination of limestone, ironstone 
and chalk rubble for the wall construction and a slate roof; the square tower with its 
embattled parapet and crocketed pinnacles is a distinctive landmark of the village. 
The churchyard is full of a large number of graves with attractive stone headstones, 
including the lower section of a listed 14th century stone cross (Lyman, 2004). 

The churchyard is a slightly irregular quadrilateral, roughly 70m x 60m in size. Main 
Street and Laurel Lane form its western and southern boundaries; it is bounded to 
the north by a holly hedge separating it from the vicarage garden, and to the east by 
the gardens of adjoining properties. 

3.0 Geology and topography 

The drift geology of the development area is predominantly till, with narrow bands of 
dry valley deposits to the north-west and west of the village, and a band of alluvium 
following the northward course of the Beck to the north-east. The underlying solid 
geology is Burnham Chalk (BGS, 1983). 

The church site is at about 28m OD; the general landscape slopes gradually to the 
north, into the Humber basin. 
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4.0 Planning background 

The recording brief was commissioned in order to fulfil a condition of the faculty 2513 
(dated 16/7/2009). The monitoring works met the objectives of a project specification 
prepared by PCA (dated January 2009). They were conducted in accordance with 
the recommendations of the Code of Conduct (Institute for Archaeologists, 2008) and 
Standards and Guidance for Archaeological Watching Briefs (Institute for 
Archaeologists, 2008 as revised). 

5.0 Aims and objectives 

The aims of the monitoring work were principally to ensure that any human remains 
encountered during the groundworks were appropriately managed, and secondarily 
to ensure that any archaeological deposits or features were examined, recorded, 
interpreted and accurately reported using recognised conventions. 

N 

0 20m 

Figure 2: Plan of the proposed ground- and other works at St. Lawrence’s Church, reproduced 
at a reduced scale of 1:400 from an original drawing provided by Wiles & Maguire. 
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6.0 Archaeological and historical background 

The place-name ‘Thornton’ is of Old English origin and translates as ‘the farmstead 
where thorn trees grow’; the village was not known as Thornton Curtis until the 15th 
century, and the origin of this part of its name is not known (Cameron, 1998, p.126). 
The Domesday Survey of AD 1086 records two landowners, Erneis de Buron and 
Ralph de Mortimer, in Torentone: a large population, comprising ninety-four taxable 
households, is listed across the two manors, but this includes the satellite 
settlements of Burnham, Bodebi and Wootton. A mill is recorded, but Domesday 
Thornton Curtis did not have a church (Williams and Martin, 1992, pp.938, 940). 

During the medieval period the village developed in the area lying to the east of the 
modern village, on a west-to-east axis leading towards Thornton Abbey. Here, the 
remains of trackways, closes and house sites can be traced on aerial photographs. In 
later centuries, following the Dissolution of the Monasteries in 1537, the village 
developed along the main north-to-south route of Main Street (Lyman, 2004). 

St. Lawrence’s church is the earliest surviving building in the village, and contains 
fabric dating back to the 12th century. Apart from The Laurels and the outlying 
Thornton Hall, which were built in the 17th century, the majority of the historic 
buildings found in Thornton Curtis are farmhouses and cottages dating from the late 
18th and 19th centuries (ibid.).  

7.0 Methodology 

The new drainage trench led from rainwater down-pipes on the north wall of the 
chancel and north aisle, to a new soakaway beside the northern boundary of the 
churchyard. The water pipe trench led from the western churchyard boundary to the 
west wall of the tower. 

The methodology followed that set out in the Archaeological Works Specification. 
Archaeological monitoring and recording was undertaken during the excavation of 
the pipe trenches and soakaway pit. Drainage trenches against the tower and the 
north aisle walls had been excavated and pipework laid before the first monitoring 
visit.  

During the contractors’ groundworks, each area of excavation was inspected to 
assess the presence/absence and nature of any features and/or deposits of 
archaeological interest and to recover datable artefacts. These investigations 
resulted in the production of written descriptions of each deposit on standard context 
recording sheets. Colour and monochrome photographs and drawings at scale 1:20 
were taken or prepared to complement these accounts. 

Site monitoring (Site Code TCAJ 10, PCA Ref 08/520) was undertaken between 28-
29th January and 11th February 2010; three visits were made by Neil Jefferson. 

8.0 Results 

8.1 Main drainage trench (plates 1-3) 

A 27m long, north-west/south-east aligned trench was excavated across the 
churchyard, from a rainwater down-pipe beside a buttress on the north wall of the 
chancel, across to the new soakaway pit. The trench was 0.5m wide and 0.5m deep.  
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The 0.18m thick very dark silty clay topsoil layer (100) overlay a grey/brown silty clay 
layer (102) across most of the churchyard. This layer is assumed to represent a 
frequently re-excavated soil above multiple intercutting graves dating from the 
medieval period. No grave cuts were distinguished in the exposed faces of the pipe 
trench but this was to be expected, as reworked graveyard soil will eventually form 
an homogeneous single ‘fill’ across an entire graveyard.  

The topsoil directly overlay a 0.08m thick layer of light grey/brown soil incorporating 
quantities of small and medium-sized stone rubble (101); interpreted as building 
rubble. This layer was present immediately alongside the chancel wall, extending 
about 4m east of the north aisle, and 1.2m to its north. The layer contained no dating 
material but its survival with no obvious disturbance by graves is probably indicative 
of a relatively recent origin, possibly as early as the mid-19th century restoration but 
probably more recent. It may represent the spread of material dislodged during re-
pointing or other repairs to the existing walls. It is unlikely to mark the site of a 
materials stockpile. 

8.2 Drain trench spur (plate 4) 

An 11m long drain trench was excavated approximately parallel to the north wall of 
the north aisle, joining the main drain trench 7m north of the chancel and beside the 
north-east corner of the north aisle. Connecting trenches to the rainwater down pipes 
beside buttresses encountered the debris spread (101). 

8.3 New soakaway pit (plates 5 and 6) 

The 6m x 3m soakaway pit was excavated at the north-west end of the main drain 
trench, 15.5m north of the north aisle. It was aligned north-west to south-east, 
centred on the line of the main drain trench. The north-eastern corner lay within the 
hedge line of the boundary between the vicarage and the churchyard, and the north-
western corner cut across the line of a former path leading to the vicarage.  

The soakaway pit was excavated to a depth of 1.4m below the churchyard level. The 
0.12m thick topsoil (100) was found to seal backfilled graves [104] and 106], with the 
backfill of five other graves identified within the area of the soakaway. All the graves 
were aligned approximately east-to-west, as is customary with Christian inhumation 
tradition, but were not in well-defined rows. 

8.4 New water pipe trench (plates 7 and 8) 

A 7.5m long, 0.3m wide and 0.5m deep trench was excavated by machine from the 
western boundary of the churchyard to the west wall of the tower, on a north-
west/south-east alignment. Further works, to route the pipe through the wall and to 
provide an internal water supply, were not included in this scheme of monitoring.  

The pipe trench cut through the soil layers (100) and (102) as seen in the drain 
trench across much of the churchyard. No archaeological features or artefacts were 
encountered. 

9.0 Conclusion 

No significant archaeological remains were seen during the monitoring of the new 
drainage works or the new water supply trench. The drainage trench avoided marked 
graves, but 7 unmarked graves were exposed in the trench for the soakaway. No 
articulated skeletons were disturbed by the works, and charnel fragments were 
reburied within the trenches.  
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Figure 3: Plan of the monitored groundworks at scale 1:200, with three 
sample sections (located on the plan) at scale 1:20. 
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The layer with stone fragments seen in the trenches close to the chancel and north 
aisle has been interpreted as a spread of debris associated with repairs to the church 
walls, such as re-pointing. The layer is immediately below the topsoil and is unlikely 
to represent debris spread during 19th century restoration of the building.  

A communication breakdown prevented any monitoring of groundworks against the 
church walls, which might have indicated whether foundations of demolished walls 
are present. 

10.0 Effectiveness of Methodology 

The methodology employed fulfilled the primary purpose of the monitoring brief, to 
ensure the retrieval and appropriate treatment of human remains disturbed during the 
groundworks. It was sufficient to allow the investigation and recording of surviving 
deposits and features affected by the groundworks, but in the event, none were 
encountered. 
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Appendix 1: Colour Plates 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Plate 1: The churchyard to 
the north of St Lawrence’s 
Church, showing part of the 
drain trench, looking south-
east from the position of the 
new soakaway, beside the 
northern boundary of the site. 

Plate 2: Deposits visible in 
a sample section of the 
drain trench within the 
churchyard (looking north, 
scale 1m). 

Plate 3: The new drain trench 
at the northern side of the 
churchyard, looking south-east. 
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Plate 4: A spur from the new 
drain trench led to down-pipes 
beside the north wall of the 
north aisle (looking east). 

Plate 5: The soakaway 
trench, looking north 
towards the churchyard 
boundary hedge; scale 1m. 

Plate 6: Deposits visible at 
the south-west corner of 
the soak-away trench, 
looking south-west across 
grave GC1 (scale 1m). 
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Plate 7: A trench for a new 
water supply was excavated 
from the western churchyard 
boundary across to the tower 
wall (looking east, scale 1m). 

Plate 8: Deposits 
visible in the water pipe 
trench section (looking 
south-west, scale 1m). 
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Appendix 2: Context Summary 

Context 
No. Location Type Relationships Description Interpretation 

100 All Layer 
Sealing all 
deposits 

Turf and topsoil, 
0.18m deep 

Modern topsoil 

101 

Main drain 
trench; 
drain trench 
spur 

Layer 
Below 100, 
above 102 

Light greyish-brown 
to yellowish-brown 
silty clay with 
moderate fragments 
of angular stone, 
0.08m deep 

Layer of building 
rubble, probably 
associated with 
restoration work on 
the church  

102 All Layer/fill Below 101 

Mid greyish-brown 
silty clay with 
frequent fragments 
of angular stone, 
0.30m+ deep 

Made ground or 
subsoil layer 

103 
Soakaway 
pit 

Fill Fill of 104 
Mid-brown silty clay 
with frequent stone 
fragments 

Fill of grave cut 
104; no articulated 
human remains 
were present 

104 
Soakaway 
pit 

Cut 
Filled by 103, 
cuts 102 

Grave cut GC1: 
rectangular in plan 
with steeply sloping 
sides, aligned E-W, 
over 1.3m deep, 
over 2.5m long, 1m 
wide 

Former grave 

105 
Soakaway 
pit 

Fill Fill of 106 
Brown silty clay with 
stone fragments 

Fill of grave cut 
106; no articulated 
human remains 
were present 

106 
Soakaway 
pit 

Cut 
Filled by 105, 
cuts 102, 107 

Grave cut GC2: 
sub-oval in plan, 
with steeply sloping 
sides aligned E-W. 
Over 2m long, 0.8m 
wide, over 1.3m 
deep.  

Former grave 

107 
Soakaway 
pit 

Fill Fill of 108 
Brown silty clay with 
stone fragments 

Fill of grave cut 
108; no articulated 
human remains 
were present 

108 
Soakaway 
pit 

Cut 
Filled by 107, 
cuts 102 

Grave cut GC3: 
sub-oval in plan, 
aligned E-W, 1.5m+ 
x 0.5m 

Former grave 

109 
Soakaway 
pit 

Fill Fill of 110 
Brown silty clay with 
stone fragments 

Fill of grave cut 
110; no articulated 
human remains 
were present 

110 
Soakaway 
pit 

Cut Filled by 109 

Grave cut GC4: 
sub-oval in plan, 
aligned E-W, 1m+ x 
0.6m 

Former grave 

111 Soakaway 
pit 

Fill 

Fill of 112 Brown silty clay with 
stone fragments 

Fill of grave cut 
112; no articulated 
human remains 
were present 
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Context 
No. Location Type Relationships Description Interpretation 

112 Soakaway 
pit Cut 

Filled by 111, 
cuts 109 

Grave cut GC5: 
sub-oval in plan, 
aligned E-W, 2.6m x 
0.8m 

Former grave 

113 Soakaway 
pit Fill 

Fill of 114 Brown silty clay with 
stone fragments 

Fill of grave cut 
114; no articulated 
human remains 
were present 

114 Soakaway 
pit Cut 

Filled by 113 Grave cut GC6: 
sub-oval in plan, 
aligned E-W,  2.8m 
x 0.8m 

Former grave 

115 Soakaway 
pit Fill 

Fill of 116 Brown silty clay with 
stone fragments 

Fill of grave cut 
116; no articulated 
human remains 
were present 

116 Soakaway 
pit Cut 

Filled by 115 Grave cut GC7: 
sub-oval in plan, 
aligned E-W,  1.8m+ 
x 0.8m 

Former grave 

 


