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 St Mary’s Water Lane, 

Shrewsbury, 

Shropshire 
NGR : SJ 4946 1263 

 

A report on an Archaeological Evaluation 

 

 

Summary 

The excavation of two evaluation trenches at Friary Close, St Mary’s Water Lane, 

Shrewsbury has identified the presence of significant medieval remains, likely to 

represent structures and burials associated with the Dominican Friary founded in the 

1220’s. These have been subject to varying levels of truncation in both the Post Medieval 

and Modern periods. Other archaeological deposits, including Post Medieval and 

modern walls, deposits and drains were also recorded. Because of the non-intrusive 

nature of much of the work, little dating evidence has been recovered for much of the 

deposits and features encountered, and only a general phasing of the remains is possible.  

 

Trench 1 revealed natural sands 0.50-0.80m from the current ground surface, 

immediately overlain by modern topsoil. This indicates a truncation of the ground 

surface during terracing for the ‘cut and fill’ construction of the present house in the 

early 20
th

 century, with topsoil dumped after construction. 

 

Trench 2 revealed a sequence of archaeological deposits, including medieval deposits 

that were left unexcavated. In the southern end of the trench two walls were uncovered, 

while in the northern half of the trench, articulated and disarticulated human bone was 

found. Both the walls and the burials are likely to relate to the site of the Dominican 

Friary and its adjacent cemetery that were known to have existed in the area of the site 

from the early 13
th

 century. The archaeological deposits had been truncated by post 

medieval and modern levelling, with a number of levelling and terracing deposits built up 

above them. 
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1. INTRODUCTION 

1.1 Project background 

Marches Archaeology was commissioned by Mr and Mrs Archer (the Clients) to carry 

out an archaeological evaluation at the site of Friary Close, St Mary’s Water Lane, 

Shrewsbury, Shropshire (NGR SJ 4946 1263) (The Site). The evaluation was required in 

order to determine a planning application made by the client for redevelopment of the site 

(ref: SY02/1497), which would involve demolishing the existing house and the 

construction of a new one. 

 

The site lies within the precinct of a Dominican Friary known to have been founded in 

the 1220’s, and as such is in an area of archaeological interest. The Local Authority’s 

Archaeology Advisor therefore advised that further work needed to be carried out in 

order to fully assess the archaeological implications of the proposed redevelopment, 

recommending that this took the form of an archaeological field evaluation. The 

evaluation was carried out on the 6
th

 and 7
th

 of May 2003. 

 

1.2 Site Location 

The site is located close to the centre of the historic town of Shrewsbury, on the west 

bank of the River Severn south of the English Bridge, at an altitude of c.59m OD. The 

site faces onto a southern side branch of Water Lane, which runs steeply west-east down 

slope, from the town centre to the river. A two storey brick house currently stands on the 

northern half of the site, while the southern half of the site consists of a terraced garden. 

 

The bedrock geology of the Oswestry area is comprised of Coed-Y-Allt beds consisting 

of pale grey quartz sandstones and grey shales within which are a number of thin coal 

seams, overlain by the Keele beds consisting of purple and reddish-brown mudstones, 

marls and sandstones (Toghill, 1990). These reddish-brown sandstones have been 

extensively quarried in and around Shrewsbury for use as a building stone since the 

Roman period (for use at Wroxeter), and Shrewsbury Castle and Abbey number among 

the medieval buildings constructed of this material. The Keele beds are overlain by a 

number of different Permian and Triassic sandstone Breccias and sandstones – a number 

of which have been quarried for building stone such as the Alderbury Breccias to the east 

of Shrewsbury, the Bridgenorth sandstone in the northern part of the county, and most 

commonly the Grinsell sandstones.   

 

The area is covered by a number of fluvio-glacial sand and gravel deposits, as well as 

thick deposits of post-glacial sand and alluvium which occur particularly in the main 

river valleys of Shropshire such as that of the River Severn.  As the deposition of 

alluvium has slowed over the last 10,000 years the river has started to cut down through 

its floodplain deposits, creating a number of river terraces such as can be seen at 

Shrewsbury.                                                                                                                                                              
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2. AIMS AND OBJECTIVES  

 

The aim of an archaeological evaluation is to ‘gain information about the archaeological 

resource within a given area or site (including presence or absence, character, extent, 

date, integrity, state of preservation and quality) in order to make an assessment of its 

merit in the appropriate context, leading to one or more of the following: the formulation 

of strategy to ensure the recording, preservation or management of the resource; the 

formulation of a strategy to initiate a threat to the archaeological resource; the 

formulation of a proposal for further archaeological investigation within a programme of 

research’ (Institute of Field Archaeologists Standard and Guidance for Archaeological 

Field Evaluations). 

 

The objectives of this evaluation, as laid out in the project proposal are 

 To locate any archaeological features and deposits within the study area. 

 To assess the survival, quality, condition and relative significance of any 

archaeological features and deposits within the study area. 

 To identify and recommend options for the management of the archaeological 

resource in response to the proposed development including ant further 

archaeological provision where necessary. 

 

3. METHODOLOGY 

 

Prior to the field evaluation taking place, appropriate documentary research was carried 

out. The Shropshire Sites and Monuments Record was consulted for information 

regarding previous archaeological investigations in the area, and known archaeological 

features and deposits. 

 

Two trenches were excavated with a 3-tonne mini-digger using a toothless bucket, under 

archaeological supervision. Removal of the stone paving slabs covering the area of both 

trenches was carried out carefully using the machine bucket. Trench 1 was excavated in 

two halves (2m and 3m long respectively) due to the presence of a drain, and was taken 

down to the top of natural deposits, while Trench 2 (10m long) was excavated to the top 

of significant archaeological features. Subsequent to recording both trenches were 

backfilled by the mini-digger. 

 

All features or deposits of archaeological significance were recorded using Marches 

Archaeology’s pro forma recording sheets. Context numbers were allocated and a trench 

record sheet completed. Skeleton sheets were completed for the human remains. Sections 

were drawn at a scale of 1:10 and plans at a scale of 1:20, with a location plan for the 

trenches drawn at a scale of 1:100. A full photographic record was made using black and 

white negatives and 35mm colour transparency film. All finds were retrieved and labelled 

according to context. 

 

On completion of the fieldwork a site archive was produced. The written, drawn and 

photographic record was catalogued and cross-referenced, and this report detailing the 
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aims, methods and results of the project was produced. The archive is currently held at 

the offices of Marches Archaeology. 

4. ARCHAEOLOGICAL AND HISTORICAL BACKGROUND 

 

This background is taken principally from the entries of the Shropshire Sites and 

Monuments Record. 

 

St Mary’s Water Lane forms a natural route from Castle Street down to the river at a 

point where the bank is formed by solid ground as opposed to floodplain, and as such is 

likely to have originated early within Shrewsbury’s history. It has been linked to the 

‘Frerelode’ mentioned in bailiff’s accounts of 1270, although the name St Mary’s Water 

Lane was in common use by 1502. It is known to have formed the northern boundary of 

the precinct of a Dominican Friary which existed from the early 13
th

 century, and had 

gates at its east and west ends. The gate at its eastern end appears to have originally have 

formed part of a castellated barbican which extended to the edge of the river and which 

was set within the town wall, no visible remains of which, other than the gateway, 

survive. 

 

The first documentation relating to the Friary dates from 1220, when a writ was issued 

granting the Dominican Friars use of ‘the Kings stone’ from the River Severn for 

building their church. The Friary had certainly been established by 1232, making it one of 

the earliest such houses in England 

 

The foundation of the Friary appears to have been the work of a number of benefactors. 

Leland describes it as ‘the House of Black Fryers was of Lady Geneviles Foundation and 

stood a litle without the wall upon Severne side at the end of Marwell Street’, while 

Camden states that de Charleton is recorded as the Friary’s founder. In fact it appears that 

the land for the site was donated by de Charleton, with the domestic ranges built by Lady 

Grenevile, and the church itself built by a Richard (?) Pride, burgess of Salop (TSAS IX). 

 

During the 1260’s the Dominican Friars were in dispute with Shrewsbury Abbey over the 

walling in of their holdings next to the River Severn. This was finally resolved by the 

intervention of Henry III in 1268-9, who confirmed the right of the Friary to their lands. 

In 1365 the Friary secured the rights to a spring known as Flegwell, which was situated 

between the town and Monkesmore. In order to supply the water directly into the 

domestic ranges of the Friary, lengths of underground pipes were laid between the spring 

and the house. In 1380 it is recorded that a postern gate was inserted into the town wall of 

Shrewsbury in order to allow direct access to the lands inside? The only surviving 

indication for the position of the town wall in the area of the site is the position of the 

Water Gate at the east end of Water Lane, a structure which is 13
th

 century in date, 

although the Burghley Map of c.1575 clearly shows the line of the town wall running 

north of the gate 

 

The Friary had a large graveyard attached to it, within which many of the ‘noble dead’ of 

the Battle of Shrewsbury in 1403 were buried. The status of the Friary is also indicated 
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by the fact that later in the 15
th

 century, both the sons of Edward IV by his wife Elizabeth 

de Woodville were born at the House, by choice of the King. The Friary continued as a 

religious house until it was dissolved during the Great Reformation of 1538/9, when 

many of the buildings were demolished and the materials sold. In 1543 the site was sold 

to Richard Andrews for £2,403 5s 2d (Palmer, TSAS IX), although at least some of the 

buildings survived until the 19
th

 century when they were finally levelled.  

 

During levelling of the ‘upper’ Friary in 1801 a number of skeletons were found, while 

further levelling and excavation into the riverbank in 1823 for the construction of the 

Union Wharf, revealed a number of archaeological features. These included the 

uncovering of a north-south aligned range containing three rooms, one of which was 

recorded as having an east facing apsidal end. Numerous fragments of painted glass, 

decorative floor tiles and moulded architectural masonry were found in association with 

this building indicating its status. Upslope of the building a number of graves were found, 

some with stone coffins covered with dressed slabs. The height of the graves in relation 

to the building suggested that the rooms were undercrofts or cellars to buildings which 

continued at a higher level. A plan does exist of the structure but it cannot be tied into an 

exact location, having no reference to standing structures or landmarks on it. It is 

commonly presumed that the site lies under the existing Union Wharf House however. 

 

In 1932 during the construction of a house ‘between the Shrewsbury Royal Infirmary and 

the river’, suggested by the SMR to be Friary Lodge, two skeletons were found at a depth 

of 2.34m and 1.17m respectively. The skeletons were laid side by side with arms crossed 

over their chests, and it was reported that ‘the bones’ had been covered by a stone slab 

with ornamental work, probably carved and showing the remains of painted decoration. 

 

Archaeological investigations of the area started in 1973, when M Pitman excavated the 

area between Water Lane and Back Lane. During this investigation, coursed Red 

Sandstone walls, possibly relating to the south end of the choir, were discovered at a 

depth of 3.0m, as well as a wall which may have separated the Friary from its adjacent 

graveyard. Three intact burials were excavated, while a number of disturbed human 

bones were also uncovered. In general however the area appeared to have been largely 

robbed and levelled with much evidence destroyed.  

 

That the majority of archaeological remains had been destroyed by 19
th

 and 20
th

 century 

levelling and re-building was confirmed during a number of evaluations carried out by 

the Birmingham University Field Archaeology Unit (BUFAU) during 1989 and 1996. 

The 1989 evaluation consisted of five trenches, all on St Mary’s Water Lane, the first 

outside the known precinct of the friary and the others within it.  

 

The first (A), at Windsor Place, uncovered a truncated Red Sandstone wall running north-

south with a build up of late medieval and post-medieval sandy deposits containing 

domestic rubbish to the west. This was interpreted as a section of the main town wall, 

although this is still doubtful, with the construction of the wall not conforming to the 

characteristics of the 13
th

 century construction seen elsewhere. The remains of a smaller 

wall was found further to the east nearer the river, together with a series of medieval and 
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post-medieval deposits which were related to the terracing of the area. Another trench (C) 

was excavated running east from the ‘town’ wall, and found that the foundations were cut 

into a deposit of 13
th

 century date, while dump deposits located against the wall contained 

partly articulated and disarticulated human bone. Trench B, on the site of the Nurses 

Home, revealed natural sands and clays close to the surface at the west end, sloping down 

to the east. A narrow band of compacted loam and pebbles was interpreted as a path, with 

another possible foundation trench also found. Two further trenches D and E were 

excavated through areas of demolition layers and modern disturbance. 

 

In 1996 a series of test-pits were also excavated on the site of the Nurses Home. Only one 

test-pit encountered intact medieval archaeological remains, the others all revealing 

modern demolition and terracing deposits containing red sandstone rubble, tile and in 

some cases disturbed human bone. Test pit 4 however revealed a destruction deposit 

overlying a worn mortar floor surface which had been resurfaced a number of times. This 

floor butted up against a masonry wall footing to the south-west, which ran in north-west 

to south-east direction. The shallowness of the footing suggested it had supported a 

timber-framed structure. Outside (to the south-west?) of the wall were deposits indicating 

an open yard. 

  

5. RESULTS 

Trench 1 

Trench 1 was located to the south of the present house and was dug in two sections, one 

2.20m long the other 3m long, due to the presence of a drain running roughly east-west 

across the line of the trench (Fig. 1). The northern half of the trench was excavated to a 

depth of 1.20m, while the southern half was excavated to 1.70m deep. 

 

Below the Limestone paving slabs which covered the garden in this area was a dark 

brown loamy-clay topsoil (100), which was found to a depth of 0.80m in the north part of 

the trench and 0.50m in the southern half. In the north half of the trench this was mixed 

with moderate quantities of building debris in the form of broken brick, small lumps of 

sandstone and late 19
th

/early 20
th

 century pottery. 

 

Immediately underlying the garden soil in both sections of the trench was a deposit of 

reddish-brown sand containing occasional small, well-rounded pebbles (101). This 

appears to be a post-glacial deposit forming one of the primary deposits of the river 

terraces in the Shrewsbury area. 

 

A cut for a late Post-medieval drain [104] could be clearly seen cutting through the sand 

in the southern part of the trench. This was infilled with dark brown loamy clay (103) 

identical to (100), and contained the remains of a ceramic drainpipe. It was sealed by the 

topsoil material.  

 



 8 

Trench 2 (Fig. 3A & 3B) 

Trench 2 was located in the garden on the east side of the current house and was 10m in 

length, orientated on a north-south alignment. The area was again paved with limestone 

slabs, which were removed separately prior to excavation. Between 6-8m from the 

northern end of the trench a ceramic drain ran diagonally across the width of the trench at 

a depth of approximately 0.65m. 

 

The limestone slabs were laid directly onto a dark grey-brown silty-loam (200), which 

ranged in thickness between 0.95m in the northern part of the trench and 1.25m thick in 

the southern end of the trench. This deposit, which appeared to relate to landscaping of 

the garden terraces, contained large quantities of Red Sandstone building blocks as well 

as considerable quantities of smaller broken fragments of sandstone, all of which were 

scattered throughout the deposit. The blocks averaged 25-40cm in length and were 

roughly squared with one dressed face. All the blocks showed considerable weathering, 

and there were no signs of toolmarks or masonry marks, with none of the stones 

appearing to be carved. 

 

Also within (200) were a large range of post-medieval artefacts, including brick 

fragments, slate, and 19
th

 century glass and pottery. The loamy matrix was extremely 

friable, making the sections liable to collapse. 

 

Underlying (200) at the south end of the trench was a sequence of deposits which also 

appeared to relate to the building up of the terrace existing in the northern half of the site. 

Immediately below (200), (203) was a deposit of reddish-brown clayey-loam containing 

occasional fragments of sandstone and broken brick as well as common small, rounded 

pebbles. Below this (204) was a dark grey-brown silty loam, which was very similar in 

appearance to (200) and also contained 19
th

 century pottery and china. This contained 

common smaller fragments (2-5cm) of sandstone and broken brick, as well as a 

concentration of broken slate at the base of the deposit. Approximately halfway through 

the thickness of the layer was a thin lens of yellow-orange sandy-clay with frequent 

small, well-rounded gravel.  

 

Underlying this lower garden soil, was a thick deposit of mid brown-grey silt (205) 

containing occasional fragments of sandstone and brick, together with pottery and china 

of probable 18
th

 century date. This layer was not excavated to its full depth, but overlay, 

and was present on both sides of, wall (211) at its southern end. 

 

Layers (203), (204) and (205) were all cut by the drainage trench [201], the fill of which 

was a dark grey-brown silty loam containing fragments of brick and sandstone, as well as 

a ceramic drain pipe. This drainage trench also cut wall (211), which remained at a higher 

level to the north of the drainage trench than to the south. This wall ran south-south-west 

to north-north-east and was constructed of large red sandstone facing blocks. These 

averaged 40-50cm in length, with dressed outer faces and laid with a soft, creamy white 

lime mortar. As stated the section of wall to the north of the drainage trench survived to a 

greater height (52.086m OD) than that to the south (51.257m OD), but the presence of the 

drain obscured the relationship between the two sections. 
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Immediately to the north of the drainage trench, wall (211) was abutted by wall (206), 

which ran on an east-west line from the western section of the trench. This wall was also 

constructed of sandstone blocks, although generally smaller in size (7-40cm in length) 

than those in wall (211) and laid as random rubble coursing. The mortar in this wall was 

also different from that in (211), being a very white crumbly lime mortar. On the north 

side of the wall a cut for the footing trench of this wall was discernable, infilled with a 

mid yellow-brow clayey loam which was not excavated. Running north of wall (211), 

and slightly misaligned with it, was wall (214). This survived to a height of 4 courses, the 

top of which was found immediately below present ground level at 52.868m OD, and 

therefore at a level above that of (211). Again it was constructed of blocks of Red 

Sandstone, but laid with a white mortar containing frequent fragments of ?cement, 

indicating that it is of a 19
th

 /20
th

 century date and built with reused stone. 

 

To the north of walls (206) and (211) layer (200) appeared to directly overlay (204). The 

appearance of the two layers is virtually identical, as stated above, and it was impossible 

to see a clear distinction between the two deposits. The presence of (204) below (200), 

and its probable level is indicated only by the presence and height of cut [201] for the 

drainage trench, and cut [209] for the footing trench of wall (208) at the northern end of 

the trench. 

 

Wall (208) was constructed of smaller, angular blocks of Red Sandstone laid randomly in 

a loose, white, crumbly mortar matrix.  This was seen to be within footing trench [209], 

which was also filled with a crumbly white mortar mixed with dark brown loam. The 

poor construction of the wall suggested that what remained was the base of the rubble 

core of a wall which had been largely demolished, explaining the concentration of Red 

Sandstone blocks that were present in layer (200) immediately above (208). 

 

The base of [209] cut through a thin deposit of reddish clay, which was crumbly in 

texture and contained occasional small fragments of sandstone and flecks of charcoal 

(layer 215). It also contained at least one complete articulated human skeleton, and a 

number of partial skeletons/ disarticulated human bones.  Skeleton (218) was found at the 

northern extent of the trench, and was recorded before being reburied. This appeared to 

be the fully articulated skeleton of a juvenile, lying east-west, in an extended, supine, 

position with its head to the west. There was no grave cut visible, but a number of iron 

nails, possibly coffin nails were found close to the skeleton, as was a single sherd of 

(?)13
th

/14
th

 century pottery. 

 

Further to the south, approximately 4.80m from the north end of the trench, an articulated 

human leg and foot (216) was uncovered extending out from the east section of the 

trench. Approximately 3.50m from the north end of the trench, a pelvis and the top part 

of a femur were uncovered in close association, but appeared to have been disturbed, and 

were almost certainly not lying in situ (217). Further discoveries of human bone were 

found throughout the top of layer (215) but were not investigated due to the decision not 

to excavate any of the human remains. 
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6. DISCUSSION 

 

The excavation of two evaluation trenches at Friary Close, St Mary’s Water Lane, 

Shrewsbury has identified the presence of significant medieval remains, likely to 

represent structures and burials associated with the Dominican Friary founded in the 

1220’s. These have been subject to varying levels of truncation in both the Post Medieval 

and Modern periods. Other archaeological deposits, including Post Medieval and modern 

walls, deposits and drains were also recorded. Because of the non-intrusive nature of 

much of the work, little dating evidence has been recovered for much of the deposits and 

features encountered, and only a general phasing of the remains is possible.  

 

The smaller, western trench identified no significant archaeological remains and deposits. 

In this trench, the undisturbed natural sands were sealed by a thick layer of topsoil 

containing late post medieval and modern material. The latter clearly represents material 

used to level the site. The sequence is consistent with a terracing of the site during the 

construction of the present building. The absence of archaeological deposits above the 

natural sands points to this area having been lowered as part of a cut and fill operation, 

and the topsoil imported after construction. This is supported by the fact that the topsoil 

layer seals the modern drain running across the trench. This drain is almost certainly 

contemporary with the current building on the site.  

 

Trench 2, to the east of the building, contained a complex sequence of archaeological 

deposits as well as evidence for truncation. Only two narrow strips of undisturbed natural 

(layer 219) were identified during the course of the excavation. At the southern end of the 

trench, the remains of sandstone walls were identified (211 and 206) Wall 211 appears to 

represent the north eastern corner of a substantial building. This may be part of the same 

structure excavated in 1823 and published in Adnett’s Shrewsbury Illustrated ( Volume 5, 

pp. 290), and may be one of the buildings belonging to the medieval priory. Wall 206 

butts this building, and may represent a later extension.  

 

The evaluation has established that the southern end of wall 211 had been truncated by 

later activity, probably in the post medieval period and possibly as part of the demolition 

and robbing of the complex. This is significant in that it allows us to establish that the 

northern end of the wall, at 52.09m OD is some 80cm higher than the surviving remains 

of the southern stretch at 51.25m OD. The full depth of this wall was not established, 

although it is clear from the proximity of the undisturbed natural to the north of the 

corner of the wall that this wall was part of a building which had been terraced into the 

slope. The natural to the north lies at a height of some 51.95m OD, and further to the 

north at 52.11m OD, whilst the walls survive at much lower levels to the south. These 

may represent the walls of a cellar or an undercroft. Although the location of the cut of 

the terrace for this building was not ascertained, it must lie between the exposed natural 

and the northern face of the wall. This area has been disturbed by later burial, and the 

exact location of this cut obscured. The precise function of wall 206 is unclear, although 

it is less well constructed. The depth of this wall was not established. It may represent a 

later addition to the east of the earlier building, or possibly a boundary wall.  
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In the northern half of the trench, the natural was overlain by a thin layer of reddish clay 

(215) containing articulated and disarticulated human remains. This layer appears to have 

been truncated by later activity, disturbing some of the burials. These probably represent 

burials within the medieval friary cemetery, although no secure dating evidence for these 

burials was recovered. Much of the remaining stratigraphy within this trench relates to 

Post Medieval activity and modern terracing.  

 

The remains of two further walls, 208 and 214 probably date to the Post Medieval period. 

Both were constructed after an episode of terracing had truncated layer 215, as well as the 

southern stretch of wall 211. Wall 211 was sealed by layer 205,containing 18
th

 century 

pottery, which was in turn sealed by 204, which may represent an earlier topsoil layer. 

Wall 208 lay within a footing trench (209), which was cut, into layer 204, whilst wall 214 

appears to have been built on top of the truncated layer 215. Neither of these has an 

obvious function. The modern drain recorded cutting this trench, and truncating wall 211 

does not appear to serve the current structure, and may have served a building shown to 

the north east on the 1
st
 edition Ordnance Survey map of the area.  

 

Modern terracing activity is evident in the upper layers of this trench, with layers 200 and 

203 representing material dumped to build up this area, possibly as part of the 

landscaping for the current house.  

 

On the basis of the results of this evaluation it is clear that further mitigation measures 

would be required prior to any redevelopment of the site. These could include an 

archaeological excavation or the preservation of the archaeological remains in situ. The 

evaluation has also shown that the area has been subject to at least one, and probably two 

episodes of landscaping. The effect of this landscaping has been to detrimentally 

influence the survival of archaeological features and deposits within the area of the 

present building. The survival of substantial medieval walls at the southern end of trench 

2 is due to their construction within a cut in the natural. The northern end of the main 

medieval building identified appears to have been terraced into the slope. On the basis of 

this, it is difficult to determine the extent to which recent episodes of landscaping have 

affected other archaeological features and deposits in the area, or how well such remains 

may have fared in the lower lying garden to the east.  
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