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Archaeological Monitoring of a Garage/Office at Thatched Cottage,  
Priory Farm, Beccles Road, St Olaves, Great Yarmouth, Norfolk. NR31 9HE.  

 

Location:  Fritton and St Olaves 

Grid Ref:  TM 4588 9957 

NHES Event No:  ENF 132207 

Dates of fieldwork: 12th to 14th August 2013 

 

1.0  Introduction 
 

Norvic Archaeology was commissioned by Lisa Lillig of Norfolk Professional Building 
Services, on behalf of the owner Grant Hardy, to undertake archaeological monitoring of 
groundworks associated with the construction of a Garage/Office at Thatched Cottage, 
Priory Farm, St Olaves (Planning Ref. BA/2010/0417/FUL). The plot size designated for the 
development is c. 200m2, located in an area recently cleared of 20th century farm 
outbuildings.  

The proposed development site lies within the former precinct of St Olaves Augustinian 
Priory (Scheduled Monument 398), in close proximity to the Scheduled Area. The extant 
ruins of the Priory include elements of the church, cloister and refectory.  Archaeological 
features have been recorded from cropmarks immediately to the north of the proposed 
development area, which may relate to fishponds, trackways and field boundaries 
associated with the Priory. 
 
The archaeological monitoring was undertaken in accordance with a brief issued by the 
Historic Environment Service (HES Ref: CNF43239_2) on behalf of the Broads Authority. 
The aim of the monitoring work was to record the presence/absence, date, nature, and 
extent of any buried archaeological remains and features identified during groundworks. 
This report presents a brief description of the methodology followed and an archaeological 
interpretation of the results. 
 
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 medieval ditch was discovered, the orientation of which appeared to correspond well with 
a linear feature identifiable at the time of works through cropmarks in the field to the north. 
 
A lower subsoil of medieval to early post-medieval date was recorded, buried below a soil 
horizon which may include post-medieval levelling activity (intended to reduce the natural 
incline of the site from south to north).  
 
The uppermost make-up deposit across the site contained fragments of modern building 
debris and waste. The concrete footings from recently demolished 20th century outbuildings 
were also identified, mainly in the eastern half of the site.   
 
A small number of artefacts were collected as residual finds, which included a single 
fragment of medieval pottery, a medieval glazed floor tile and possible fragment of ?Roman 
pilae tile.  
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Plate 2: Priory Ruins (looking north) 

3.0 Geology and Topography 
 
The joined parish of Fritton and St Olaves, formerly in Suffolk, is situated in the very south-
east of Norfolk, and is defined by the River Yare to its west and the River Waveney to its 
south. The village of St Olaves is situated on the River Waveney within The Broads 
Authority National Park, c. 10km south-west of Great Yarmouth.  
 
St Olaves is situated on the fringes of the Haddiscoe and Fritton marshes on very low lying 
typology, of between 0m and 10m OD. The River Waveney runs very close to the western 
edge of the site of St Olave’s Priory, with its eastern bank c. 130m to the west. The new 
Garage/Store is located just to the north-east of the Priory Remains, c. 170m from the river 
edge at c. 2m OD. 
 
The bedrock geology of the site is Crag group sands and gravels, with a superficial deposits 
of Happisburgh Glacigenic formation sand - Geology of Britain Viewer at a scale of 1:50  
(http://maps.bgs.ac.uk/geologyviewer_google/googleviewer.html). 
 
The sub-surface geology of the site encountered during the fieldwork can be characterised 
as fine, compacted sands with mineralised laminations, typical of the Crag-type series. 
 

 
4.0 Brief Archaeological and Historical Background 
 
The site is located in south-east Norfolk, in the combined parish of Fritton and St Olaves, 
amongst a relatively rich historic landscape which has provided evidence of human 
occupation from all historic periods. A summary of the large amount of information held for 
the parish’s Historic Environment can be viewed on the Norfolk Heritage Explorer website. 
The parish has generated over sixty-five records which give evidence of human occupation 
and activity of most periods in the form of find scatters, cropmarks, listed buildings and 
excavated sites. 

 
Most significantly, the 
proposed development is 
located within, or on the 
periphery of, the former 
precinct of St Olave’s Priory 
(Scheduled Monument 
[Norfolk] 398). The priory of St 
Olave’s (also known as 
Herringfleet Priory) was 
founded c. 1216 by Roger 
FitzOsbert as a relatively 
small house of Augustinian 
canons dedicated to Olaf, the 
11th century king and patron 
saint of Norway, along with 
The Blessed Virgin Mary and St 
Edmund. The dedication to St 
Olaf is an unusual dedication for England, although not completely unknown; there is 
thought to have been early interest in the cult of St Olaf in Britain. Olaf was King of Norway 
from 1015 to 1028 and was canonised as a saint only a year after his death. The priory was 
sited c.6 miles north-west of Herringfleet in Suffolk, in close proximity to an ancient ferry 
crossing over the River Waveney. The Priory was allowed to hold an annual fair on St 
Olave's Day, 29th July. It was also given the lordship over Herringfleet and Burgh St Peter.  
 
The priory was always quite small in scale, with moderate wealth. An inventory taken in 
1536 records little of value and the house was probably already in decline when it was 
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Plate 3: Refectory Undercroft (looking west) 

suppressed a year later (Davis 
1975). In 1537-8 the house and all 
its possessions were granted to 
Henry Jernyngham of Somerleyton, 
who pulled down much of the 
church and converted the buildings 
to the north of the cloister into a 
private house. The remainder of the 
priory and the remains of the 
mansion were mostly dismantled in 
1784. There was extensive robbing 
of the site in 1823 to repair 
Herringfleet Church and in c. 1825 
the floor of the refectory undercroft 
was raised and converted into a 
cottage, which was occupied until 
1902.  
 
Parts of the church, cloister and refectory survive (Grade I Listed), particularly the 14th 
century refectory undercroft which is almost complete and is a nationally significant 
example for the use of early brick in England. Its vaulted brick ceiling is supported upon 
Purbeck marble columns (one of which stands on a large millstone of possible Roman date) 
and much of the original plasterwork is still present.  

Remaining parts of the church to survive above ground include part of the south aisle, the 
west wall and parts of the north wall. The foundation of some of the brick-faced piers that 
supported the cloister arcade are visible, but nothing remains of the west range except the 
flintwork cloister wall, which is pierced near the north end by a 14th century doorway. At the 
rear of the refectory is a fragment of Jernyngham’s three-story 16th-century house which 
escaped destruction and retains a reused 14th century doorway. 
 
The Priory remains are now in the guardianship of English Heritage and forms part of 
Scheduled Monument (398), which was extend in 1986 to include a greater area to the east 
of the extant ruins. 

 
Excavations in 1840 uncovered burials, and work in 1902 and 1947 also found remains 
thought to relate to the Canons cemetery. More recent excavations at the site include work 
by the Department of Environment in 1979 to remove 18th century infill from the eastern bay 
of the undercroft, where a row of medieval floor tiles were uncovered. In 1984, an 
exploratory trench in the area of a former orchard to the east of the cloister recorded a 
spread of demolition material.  

A series of cropmarks consisting of former fishponds, boundaries and drains, are visible on 
aerial photographs to the north of the Priory ruins. A review of these features conducted by 
the National Mapping Project in 2006, defined a number of large cut features interpreted as 
fishponds, the nearest of which is located near to the main Priory buildings and measures c. 
30m by 5.5m. To the west of this a smaller, but similar feature was recorded along with an 
L-shaped chain of ponds, which may be linked to a drainage channel to the north.  Another 
pond-like feature appears to be conjoined to a ditch or drainage channel to the east of the 
site. The possible line of a former precinct boundary was recorded as another cropmark 
running around the north-eastern edge of the site. Former trackways serving the Priory 
were also recorded, including parallel ditches running to the Priory from the east.  

Other parallel ditch-like features of less certain date may relate to modern drainage 
schemes or earlier phases of occupation. A small number of Roman and Saxon finds have 
been recovered from the site and its surrounding fields through metal detection which may 
indicate earlier activity at the site. 
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Cartographic evidence shows that, at the time of the first detailed OS survey of site in 1885, 
the area of the development was part of the field to the north. One of the recently 
demolished farm outbuildings was established by the latter half of the 20th century and by 
the 1980s several other blocks of farm buildings had been added. A former orchard is 
known to have occupied the area to the east of the Priory ruins. 
 
Sites in the immediate proximity or of particular relevance or interest which fall in 
close proximity to the site include: 

 
The following information has been sourced from the Norfolk Historic Environment Record 
(NHER): 
 
NHER 10715: Ruins of St Olave's Priory, Fritton and St Olaves Roman. The remains of a small Augustinian 
Priory, now in ruins. It was founded in about 1216, and named after the patron saint of Norway. The priory was 
dissolved in the 1530s, and the site purchased by the Jerningham family, who pulled down most of the church 
and built a three storey mansion (demolished in 1784) incorporating some monastic remains. There was 
extensive robbing of the site in 1823 to repair Herringfleet Church. Parts of the church, cloister and refectory 
survive, particularly the refectory undercroft, which is in near perfect condition. A series of cropmarks, consisting 
of former fishponds, boundaries and drains, are visible on aerial photographs to the north of the Priory ruins. 
 

NHER 40561:  Archaeological Monitoring. A watching brief in 2004 for extensions at the front of The Priory 

Restaurant recorded no archaeological finds or features. [c. 25m S] 
 

NHER 42876:  Barn, east of Priory Farmhouse (Grade II Listed Building). A 16th century barn, now a 
restaurant. Its origins lie with a Post Reformation house built by Sir Henry Jerningham, who purchased St 
Olave's Priory (NHER 10715) following the Dissolution of the monasteries, and the south wall of the barn may 
form part of the east end of his house. The barn contains brick reused from the Priory, but is otherwise of flint 
and stone.There have been many alterations and extensions over the years, and a number of blocked openings 
are evident. [c. 15m S] 
 

NHER 42877:  Priory Farmhouse (Grade II Listed Building). 16th century in origin, the northern block of this 
farmhouse is built on the site of part of St Olave's Priory (NHER10715), and has many reused medieval bricks. 
The southern block is early 19th century, and abuts two surviving rooms of an earlier house built by Sir Henry 
Jerningham, who purchased the Priory following the Dissolution of the monasteries. The building has been 
greatly altered over the years, particularly in the 20th century. [c. 30m SW] 
 

NHER 41931: Finds Scatter. Metal detecting in fields to the east of Priory Farm in 2005 recovered a medieval 
buckle frame, seal matrix and bell clapper, together with a post medieval buckle frame and a toy cannon. [c. 
100m SE] 
 

NHER 15097:  The Bell Inn (Grade II Listed Building). A house and pub, this is a long two storey building with 
a tiled roof. The oldest part is the west end of the north façade, which is timber framed, and dates to the late 
16th century, infilled with brick in the 17th century. The building was altered and extended in the 17th, 18th and 
20th centuries. [c. 200m SW]. 
 

NHER 11913:  St Olave’s Bridge. A road bridge over the River Waveney. It was built in 1847, but replaced an 
earlier bridge of 1509, and an even earlier medieval ferry site. The 1847 bridge is a very early example of 
bowstring girder design, with ornamental metal railings, and is an important example of cast iron construction. 
The decking of the bridge was replaced with steel in 1920, and a pedestrian walkway added in 1960. [c. 250m 
SW] 
 

NHER 43670:  World War Two barbed wire obstructions, tank traps and trenches at the St Olaves and 
Haddiscoe.  World War Two barbed wire obstructions, tank traps and trenches are visible on aerial 
photographs at the St Olaves and Haddiscoe bridges. These defences protected the vulnerable points along the 
natural stop line of the River Waveney. They form part of a defensive landscape that surrounds St Olaves and 
the River Waveney crossings and railway lines (NHER 43369 and 43371 located c. 180m of the site along a 
dyke line include associated defences, which incude pillboxes, mortar sites and tank traps).  
 

NHER 49240:  Medieval to Post-medieval river-edge features. The earthworks and vegetation marks of an 
area of medieval to post medieval drainage ditches and embankments are visible on aerial photographs on 
Fritton Marshes. The earthworks of salterns, a former drainage pump and possible riverside industrial features 
were also tentatively identified. [c. 750m NW] 
 

NHER 43361: Site of a World War Two military training site and camp, Waveney Forest.  The site of a 
World War Two military training site and camp is visible on aerial photographs on an area of heath or common, 
now referred to as the Waveney Forest. The site consists of a tented and camouflaged military camp, large 
areas of weapons pits, trenches, barbed wire obstructions and earthwork gun emplacements. A firing range is 
also located to the west of the site (NHER 43362). Some possible World War One trenches have been identified 
amongst the World War Two features (NHER 42263). [c. 650m N] 
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Plate 4: Medieval Ditch [01] (looking S) [1x2m Scale] 

5.0 Methodology (Figure 3 & 4, Plate 1) 
 
The objective of the archaeological monitoring was to record any archaeological evidence 
revealed during machine excavation associated with the development. As existing service 
runs were utilised to serve the garage/office, no additional monitoring work was required.  

The trenching was carried out by 3.5-ton 360o and 1.5-ton 360o machines fitted with 
ditching buckets, with spoil removed from site during the course of the works via a 3-ton 
dumper. Rubble rich material was taken off-site by truck while a large quantity of soils was 
relocated as levelling material to a field to the south-west of the Priory Farmhouse.  

Spoil, exposed surfaces and features were scanned with a metal detector (Minelab XTerra 
705). All metal-detected and hand-collected finds were retained for inspection, other than 
those which were obviously modern. 

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 
photographs were taken of all relevant features and deposits. 
 
All levels were taken using a temporary benchmark of 1.91mm OD located on the kerb of 
the new access road, tied to an OS Spot Height of 4m OD located on Beccles Road, close 
to the entrance to the Priory Farm main driveway. 
 

6.0 Results  (Figures 4 & 5, Appendix 1a) 

 

• ‘Natural deposits’ 
 

Natural sand (04) was revealed at 
the base of all the footing trenches 
at a depth of between 0.85 and 1m. 
The sand was fine and densely 
compacted with occasional 
mineralised laminations – typical of 
Crag series deposits. 
 

• Lower Subsoil 
 
Above the natural sand was a silty-
sand subsoil deposit of c. 0.2 to 
0.5m in depth, which contained 
flecks of chalk, degraded oyster 
shell and small pieces of abraded 
medieval brick (05). This layer 
shared a diffuse relationship with the 
upper fills of the medieval ditch [01] described below, and is likely to be of a fairly 
contemporary historic period. 
 

• Medieval Ditch 
 
A linear ditch was encountered in the eastern half of the footing trenches ([01]). This feature 
was aligned NNW-SSE and measured c. 1.5m wide and 0.9m deep. It appeared to match 
well with a linear feature and possible rectangular fish-pond identifiable at the time of works 
through cropmarks in the field to the north (see Plate 5). 
 
The ditch contained a primary fill (03) of greyish-brown silty-sand with frequent stones and 
occasional firm lumps of sand-crag material, the result of natural erosion of the open ditch 
sides (03). The secondary fill (02) was a similar silty-sand with no such sandy-crag lumps 
and represents later natural silting of the ditch. A single sherd of medieval pottery was 
collected from the upper fill of the ditch.  
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Plate 5: Cropmarks (looking north) [1x2m Scale] 

• Upper Subsoil/Make-up 
 
A well-mixed layer of orangey-grey silty-sand was recorded across the area which 
contained flecks of chalk, degraded oyster shell and abraded small pieces of medieval brick 
(06). This material ranged in depth from c. 0.10m to 0.75m and appeared deepest in the 
north-eastern area of the development footprint. Although this material may represent 
natural build-up the dramatic changes in depth over such a small area indicate that this soil 
horizon includes post-medieval levelling activity to reduce the natural incline of the site from 
south to north.   
 

• Modern make-up and landscaping deposits (20th century) 
 
The uppermost silty-sand make-up deposit across the site measured c. 0.4m deep and 
contained fragments of modern building debris and waste (07). The concrete footings from 
recently demolished 20th century outbuildings were also identified, mainly in the eastern half 
of the site.   
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7.0 Finds Analysis   (Appendix 2a) 

 

• Pottery 
       

A single sherd of pottery weighing 10g was collected from the upper fill of Ditch [01]. The 
fragment is an unabraded base sherd from a medieval vessel (of Local Medieval Unglazed 
fabric type), with traces of soot on its surface. Such vessels were in common use as 
cooking/storage vessels from the 11th to 14th –century. It was collected from a ditch which is 
thought to be medieval and, although a lone find, its presence strengthens this 
interpretation. 

 

• Ceramic Building Material 
 

Two residual fragments of ceramic building material were collected, weighing a total of 
1.094kg. One is a glazed floor tile collected from subsoil/make-up layer (06), while the other 
is a fragment of large brick/tile from subsoil layer (05). Both pieces are likely to be sourced 
from the Priory complex and represent demolition or construction waste. The pieces were 
weighed and examined to identify fabric and form. Fabric and forms were mainly 
characterised based upon previous work in Norwich (Drury 1993). 
 
Glazed Floor tile 
A single small fragment of a Flemish style floor tile was found (weighing 102g), with dark-
green glaze. Such tiles were commonly installed as part of patterned floors within 
ecclesiastical and high status buildings from the 14th to 16th centuries. They were generally 
imported but some were also made locally by peripatetic craftsmen commissioned for 
specific projects, particularly for later religious houses which favoured the 14th/15th-century 
chequerboard-style of flooring. 
 
Early Brick/Romano-British Tile 
The corner from a very large brick/tile of 46mm thickness (weighing 992g) was collected 
from context (05). This piece was of a notably different fabric from the small abraded pieces 
of purplish estuarine and sandy medieval brick present within the same context. It is 
manufactured from hard, orangey-pink estuarine clay with occasional grog pellets and 
resembles Roman fabric types.  It is possible the piece may be a brick or Pilae tile of 
Romano-British manufacture, reused within hearth or walling of medieval or later buildings, 
although it does exhibit a small number of straw marks on a wiped surface which often 
indicates a 13th to 14th century period of manufacture.  
 

• Metal Working Debris 
 

Two pieces of metal working waste were collected as unstratified finds from spoil, weighing 
a total of 53g. Both fragments are of the same form – amalgamated masses of non-ferrous 
oxides with a magnetic signature similar to lead. This material is most likely evidence for 
lead working in the form of lead melting dross. This is the oxidised layer of metal, which 
forms on the surface of the melt and is skimmed off before the metal is used (Jones 19, 
2001). Although not intrinsically datable such lead working would have been common in the 
precinct of the mediaeval priory, for use in building fabrics and for casting window cames or 
even smaller objects in moulds. 
 

• Copper-alloy Object 
 

A small neatly wrapped cylinder of copper-alloy was collected from the spoil (08) which 
weighed 1.52g and measured 8mm in diameter and 19mm in length. It was made from a 
thin sheet of metal and tapers very slightly. The object may have severed as a simple 
ferrule or collar to strengthen the end of a small wooden stick or tool. Although not datable 
by form, similar artefacts of iron and copper-alloy are not uncommon finds from medieval to 
post-medieval sites. 
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8.0 Conclusions 
 
Monitoring of the footing trenches recorded a single archaeological feature, in the form of a 
fairly substantial medieval ditch dug into the natural sandy Crag. The ditch was orientated c. 
north to south and appeared to match well with a linear feature and possible rectangular 
fish-pond identifiable at the time of works through cropmarks in the field to the north. 
 

A lower subsoil of medieval to early post-medieval date was recorded, buried below a soil 
horizon which may include post-medieval levelling activity (intended to reduce the natural 
incline of the site from south to north). The uppermost make-up deposit across the site 
contained fragments of modern building debris and waste. The concrete footings from 
recently demolished 20th century outbuildings were also identified, mainly in the eastern half 
of the site.   
 

A small number of artefacts were collected as residual finds, which include a single 
fragment of medieval pottery, a medieval glazed floor tile and possible fragment of 
Romano-British pilae tile.  
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Appendix 1a: Context Summary 
 

Context Category Fill of Brief Physical Description Interpretation Period 

01 Cut  
Linear, (c. N-S), U-shaped profile, c. 0.9m deep 
and 1.5m wide 

Ditch Medieval 

02 Deposit [01] 
V.friable, mid-greyish-brown silty-sand, occ. 
stones. c. 0.55m deep 

Upper ditch-fill Medieval 

03 Deposit [01] 
V.friable, mid-greyish-brown silty-sand, freq. 
stones, occ. sandy ‘crag’ lumps (slumped infill), c. 
0.35m deep 

Lower ditch-fill Medieval 

04 Deposit  
Soft (dense until disturbed), mid to pale yellow fine 
sands, occ. mineralised laminations 

Natural 
Geology 

- 

05 Deposit  

V.soft, dark-orangey-brown silty-sand, occ stones, 
rare chalk flecks/degraded oyster shells/abraded 
small pieces of animal bone and cbm, c. 0.2 to 
0.5m deep 

Subsoil ?Medieval+ 

06 Deposit  

V.friable, mid-orangey-grey silty-sand, mod. 
stones, occ. chalk flecks, rare abraded cbm lumps 
(small)/animal bone and oyster shells, c. 0.10 to 
0.75m deep 

Subsoil/Make-
up 

Post-medieval 

07 Deposit  
V.soft, mid-brownish-grey silty-sand, occ. cbm 
frags, ferrous rubbish  and bottle glass, c. 0.4m 
deep 

Make-up Modern 

09 Unstratified  Finds collected from spoil - - 

 

 

Appendix 1b: OASIS feature summary table 

Period Feature type Quantity 

Medieval (1066 to 1539AD) 
Cropmark 1 

Ditch 1 
 
 
 

Appendix 2a: Finds by Context 

Context  Material Quantity Weight (g) 

02 Pottery 1 10 

05 Ceramic building material 1 992 

06 Floor Tile 1 102 

08 Copper Alloy Object 1 1.52 

08 Metal working debris 2 53 

Appendix 2b: Finds summary table 

Period Material Quantity 

Unknown Metalworking debris 2 

Roman (42 to 409AD) Ceramic Building Material 1 

Medieval (1066 to 1539AD) 

Copper-alloy object  1 

Pottery 1 

Floor Tile 1 
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