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Archaeological Monitoring of a Well at Thorpe Hall,  
Yarmouth Road,  

Norfolk 
NR7 0EB. 

 

Location:  Thorpe St Andrew 

Grid Ref:  TG 2554 0839 

NHES Event No:  ENF129452 

Date of fieldwork: 16th July 2012 

 
1.0  Introduction 
 

Norvic Archaeology was commissioned by Derek Booth of Booth & Son Restoration Ltd., on 
behalf of the property owner, to undertake archaeological monitoring of alterations to a well 
located within the current staircase hall of Thorpe Hall, which is a designated (grade II* 
listed) heritage asset. The Hall (also known as Thorpe Old Hall) is a late 16th century to 
early 17th century house which incorporates elements of an early 14th century court yarded 
manor house. The site was formerly the palace and manorial centre of the medieval 
Bishops of Norwich within their manor of Thorpe.   
 
This archaeological work was undertaken in accordance with a brief issued by the Historic 
Environment Service (HES Ref: CNF44309) on behalf of the Broads Authority (planning ref: 
BA/2012/0140/LBC Thorpe Hall, Yarmouth Road, Thorpe St Andrew). The aim of the 
monitoring work was to assess the presence/absence, date, nature, and extent of any 
archaeological remains and features associated with the well. This report presents a brief 
description of the methodology followed, the results and the archaeological interpretation of 
the work. 
 
On completion of the project, the site archive will be offered for long term deposition with 
Norfolk Museums and Archaeology Service, following the relevant policy on archiving 
standards. 

 

2.0 Summary of Results 
 
A brick lined well was recorded along with archaeological deposits exposed by the trench 
around it. The well shaft was lined with a honeycombe pattern of post-medieval bricks and 
capped with a brick dome. The well may have been used as a 19th century pump source 
and later as a modern rubble infilled sump. Although the well lining dates from the 19th 
century the original siting of the well may be early post-medieval, placed in an area 
between the two surviving wings of the house, prior to 19th century infilling with a hall 
stairway. 
 
Deposits exposed during the works included clay rich make-up layers for a floor surface, 
contemporary to a brick and mortar wall of possible late 15th to 16th century date. Above the 
floor surface was an ashy residue, which is conjectured to relate to a fire which severely 
damaged the east-west wing in the 18th century. Above this lay a levelling deposit of chalk 
waste, which represents 19th century preparatory work as part of the extensive rebuild. 
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3.0 Geology and Topography 
 
Thorpe Hall is located to the east of Norwich c. 60m from the banks of the River Yare, set 
within steep bluffs overlooking the river located at c. 6m OD. The geology is therefore 
predominantly alluvial, laid over valley gravels and chalk at some depth. Northwards from 
the river there is a geological succession from chalk, to Norwich Crag and then to glacial 
sands and gravels forming the plateau above the bluffs (British Geological Survey map 
sheet 161). 

 
4.0 Brief Archaeological and Historical Background 
 
The site is located in the parish of Thorpe St Andrew to the east of Norwich. A parish 
summary of the large amount of information held for the parish can be viewed on the 
Norfolk Heritage Explorer website. The parish has generated over 165 records which give 
evidence of human occupation and activity of most periods in the form of find scatters, 
cropmarks, listed buildings and excavated sites. 
 
The following information has been sourced from documentation held in archive under 
NHER 4654 held by the Norfolk Historic Environment Office: 
 
Thorpe Hall (NHER 4654) occupies the site of the former palace and manorial centre of the 
Bishops of Norwich at Thorpe, a manor given to the bishop in 1101. At the Dissolution the 
manor house or palace came to the Crown, and then to Sir Thomas Paston in 1547. The 
present Thorpe Old Hall was built on the site of the palace from c. 1595; the bishop’s 
chapel remained.  It was not removed until the 1930s and its location is still shown on OS 
maps. A small number of black and white photographic images are held by the Norfolk 
Heritage Centre which includes an image of the hall and its river frontage taken in the late 
1800s and images of the north to south wing in the 1950s. These can also be viewed on 
line through the Picture Norfolk service currently accessible via NOAH (Norfolk Online 
Access to Heritage).  
 
The current hall had fallen into a derelict state by the latter half of the 20th century, the 
South Wing and the Chapel having been demolished previously, along with boat sheds in 
the 1930s. In the 1980s, Broadland District Council considered an application to demolish 
the hall and redevelop the site for up to seventeen houses. The application was eventually 
refused following a local campaign to preserve it and the house was purchased by the 
Burke family in 1983. An extensive restoration project was begun in 1985 which saw 
substantial rebuilding undertaken by A.J.Cooper Builders allied with architect Anthony 
Rossi, which was completed in 1987 and revealed much about the fabric of the surviving 
wings.  
 
The main north to south wing dates to the medieval period, being basically a hall with 
screen passage and side fireplace, the medieval service rooms to the south having been 
demolished. The wing was later adapted during the late 16th century rebuild and refaced in 
c.1700 (Rose, 1985). Restoration work by Rossi was able to conclude that the fabric of the 
east façade of this block is more substantially original than initially supposed. Extant early 
elements include much of a finely carved medieval stone fireplace (reset in the 19th century 
and heavily damaged in the 1930s) and a small cellar revealed beneath the northern room 
of this wing has medieval or 16th century brick and flint walls. 
 
The east to west wing was thoroughly reinstated and much of the extant wall fabric was 
surmised to be of 19th century construction. It has been suggested that much of this wing 
was destroyed in a fire recorded in the 18th century. The RCHM survey concluded that this 
wing consists of two parts, the staircase hall and the lower west section. Beneath the 
staircase the stone flagged floor was noted as resting on 0.5m of late brick rubble. Below 
the centre of the stairs the restoration work encountered a well, accessed through a shaped 
doorframe.  
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Plate 2: Location of the well – covered (looking south-west). 

Overall, the findings of the RCHM survey (Hodgson 1982), and subsequent observations 
made during the restoration work, suggest that the N-S wing and the E-W wing are both 
originally medieval in date and derive from two sections of the courtyard of the bishops’ 
palace. They do not appear to have been physically joined until the post-medieval period, 
however. The west end of the E-W wing seems to have been a separate building, with two 
storeys from at least c.1600. The grand staircase was later inserted into the gap, not later 
that 1630 on documentary evidence, which might suggest that other elements of the extant 
building are earlier than first supposed, perhaps even dating to the late 1500s. 
 
Observations in 1986 of a development site immediately to the west of the present hall, 
close to the site of the chapel, produced no finds or features – the land is assumed to have 
been levelled for former boatyards and may have been part of an open foreshore until the 
18th century. 
 
A single evaluation trench was excavated within the grounds of Thorpe Hall in January 
2000. The investigation revealed gravel and chalk make-up over a succession of alluvial 
(and colluvial) deposits, which were probably formed in the 18th century or later  
 

5.0 Methodology (Figure 2) 
 
The objective of the 
archaeological monitoring 
was to record any 
archaeological evidence 
revealed during the 
excavations and 
alterations to a brick lined 
well. The fill of the well 
had been removed from 
site prior to the instigation 
of monitoring work, 
although photos and 
comments provided by 
both the property owner 
and the restoration 
contractor confirm that the 
infill was a very modern 
mix of rubble.  

 
The top of the well had 
been uncovered through 
excavation of a square trench in the floor to allow for the restoration work to rebuild the well 
neck and dome, thus allowing for the construction of a new cap raised to floor level to 
accommodate a toughened glass plate. The honeycombe brick work lining was intended to 
be bricked up in matching materials aside from the bottom six courses to accommodate 
water percolation. The base of the well was to be infilled with hardcore below pea shingle 
with up-lights fitted beneath the water level.  
 
Overall the intention is to expose this previously hidden well in order to create a visually 
pleasing feature in keeping with the owners approach to other aspects of the historic fabric 
of the building. 
 
Spoil, exposed surfaces and features could not be scanned with a metal detector due to the 
indoor location of the well and no finds were produced during the inspection and recording 
process. 
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All archaeological features and deposits were recorded using Norvic Archaeology pro forma 
sheets. The trench location, plans and sections were recorded at appropriate scales and 
digital images were taken of all relevant features and deposits.  
 
 

6.0 Results  (Figures 3 & 4, Plates 3 to 7) (Appendix 1a) 

 

• ‘The Well’ (01) 
 
The post-medieval brick lining of the shaft was set in a beehive structure, bonded with a 
chalky-sandy mortar. The current brick dome-shaped capping at the time of this 
investigation appeared quite recent, with backfill against the base of the dome containing 
fragments of modern brick rubble. The diameter of the well shaft measured c. 1.35m, it 
measured c. 2.4m deep to hard infill with still water at 2.20m.  A rough hole was present 
through the top of the shaft wall on its southern side, which matches a loosely in-filled void 
tunnelled below a wall foundation (02), probably indicating the former presence of a lead 
pipe, either for pumping out water or to make use of the well as a sump. 
 
Photographs taken of the well upon its rediscovery by the current owners show that it was 
accessible by a small, modern brick square built neck, capped with a square slab of York 
Stone, with additional pamments forming the floor above. Prior to emptying, the well 
contained a mix of modern builders waste in the form of brick, concrete, ironwork etc. 
 

• The exposed floor surface and Wall (02) 
 
The north facing elevation of a wall foundation (02) was exposed by the trenching work 
which was constructed of late medieval to early-post medieval bricks (of hard fired 
estuarine clay) and occasional flints bonded with a hard yellowish-white mortar. The wall 
survived to a height of c. 0.6m, extant to c.0.15m below the current floor height and has 
been reused to support a modern dwarf wall against the base of the hall stairs. The base of 
the wall was a coarse mix of hard lime-rich mortar and small flints. The majority of the wall 
fabric was obscured by the rough remnants of a possible mortar render. The eastern edge 
of a possible portal in the wall was partially exposed, which may be part a former door or 
passage-way. 
 
The wall appeared to be contemporary with a firmly indurated floor surface formed from an 
imported deposit of sandy-clay with very thin traces of dirty trample on its surface (04); this 
deposit was heavily flecked by small chalk pieces and appeared to be sterile. It lay above a 
more friable deposit of silty-clay (03) which contained occasional fractured flints. Directly 
above the floor surface was a thin residue of black gritty ash and soot (05). 
 
Sealing the black residue was a thick deposit of loose chalk waste, with irregular blocks 
measuring up to 80mm in size (06). This chalk waste measured c. 0.35m in depth and 
appeared to be a clean make-up layer. All deposits above this chalk make-up were of 
modern date, although the base of a dwarf wall exposed in section made use of 19th 
century bricks below modern brick-work. 
 
The brick floor (comprising of 18th to 19th century bricks) and the pamment tiles had all been 
reset above a modern concrete bedding layer. A reused oak base plate edges the brick 
floor noteworthy for the presence of several flush sawn studs. This indicates that is was 
formerly part of a stud wall or window assembly of possible late medieval to post-medieval 
date. 
 

• Discussion 
 
The wall is difficult to date from its appearance alone, particularly as early materials may 
have been reused in later building work at this site. However, a late 15th to 16th date seems 
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likely based upon the material and mortar types utilised. The make-up layers for the floor 
surface are imported clay rich deposits, perhaps part of a concerted effort to create a stable 
raft for the building on what is potentially an unstable, riverine zone.  
 
The burnt residue can be conjectured to have been laid down by a conflagration event, 
although no direct fire damage in the form of scorching to the clay floors or wall fabric was 
noted. A house fire is known to have caused significant damage to this particular wing of 
the house in the 18th century, which necessitated a major 19th century rebuild. The chalk 
waste may represent levelling activity associated with this rebuild, with the current floor 
surfaces created by 19th century remodelling of the building.  
 
Unfortunately the well cannot be physically tied in to the recorded stratigraphy. However, 
the fabric of the brick lining appears to be a relatively recent honeycombe construction or 
reconstruction– possibly of a late 19th century date. This open style of lining would allow the 
well to act more efficiently as a sump. This does not in itself date the earliest presence of a 
well at this location, as later modifications may have removed evidence of any earlier fabric 
associated with the well, which could have origins in the medieval to early post-medieval 
phase of the building.  
 
The area of the well is thought to be sited in a gap between the two extant wings of the 
former early-post-medieval courtyard mansion. The presence of a well here seems 
appropriate to serve the adjacent wings, although the discovery of a possible structure of 
similar date may suggest that the ‘gap’ between the two wings may have been partly 
occupied by some form of structure of uncertain function, the clay floor of which suggests 
the presence of an internal space.   
 

7.0 Conclusions 
 
The well was lined with honeycombe brickwork and a dome cap. It contained modern 
rubble, probably dumped within it during the 1980s reconstruction work. The well appears 
to have been partly remodelled to function as a possible sump, the presence of a small hole 
though the upper wall of the shaft may indicate that it once housed a lead pipe, used either 
to pump out water or to receive it. 
 
Deposits recorded around the well include make-up for a clay floor and a brick wall of 
possible early post-medieval date. Directly above the floor surface was an ashy residue 
sealed by a make-up deposit of chalk waste. The wall and floor may relate to a 16th to 17th 
century structure set between the two wings of the house, either the earliest phase of the 
stair halls construction or a slightly earlier phased building set between the two wings. The 
ashy residue may well relate to a house fire recorded in the 18th century and the chalk 
waste to later 19th century levelling activity associated with an extensive rebuild of the east 
to west wing. 
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Plate 3 (left): Location of the well – prior to works (looking west) 
 

Plate 4 (above): View of the rubble filled well prior to works 

Plate 5: The emptied well [1x1m scale] (looking south). 
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Plate 6: The make-up deposits [1x0.5m scale] (looking east). 

Plate 7: Close up of Wall (02) and the edge of the chalk filled portal 
[1x0.5m scale] (looking south). 
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Appendix 1: Context Summary 
 
 

Context Category Brief Physical Description Interpretation Period 

01 Masonry 
Honey comb brick lined shaft, c. 2.4m deep and c. 
1.35m in diameter, capped by a brick dome. 

Well Post-medieval 

02 Masonry 
Regular coursed hand-made estuarine brick 
bonded with hard, yellowish-white mortar, extant to 
0.6m, possible portal edge exposed. 

Wall ?E.Post-medieval 

03 Deposit 
Firm, mid-yellowish-brown sandy-clay, abundant 
chalk pieces (25%), c. 0.14m thick 

Make-up/floor ?E.Post-medieval 

04 Deposit 
Friable, mid-yellowish brown silty-clay, freq. chalk 
flecks, occ. fractured flints, unknown depth 

Make-up ?E.Post-medieval 

05 Deposit 
Soft, sticky, black, gritty ashy, occ. coal particles, 
up to 10mm thick. 

Fire residue Post-medieval 

06 Deposit 
Loose, white chalk waste with blocks up to 80mm, 
c. 0.35m deep. 

Make-up ?19
th
 century 

07 Deposit Modern layer of soil and brick dust c. 0.12m deep Make-up Modern 

 

Appendix 2: OASIS feature summary table 

Period Feature type Quantity 

Post-medieval (1540 to 1900AD) 
Well 1 

Wall 1 
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