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EXCAVATION OF A MOATED SITYNEAR 
SAWTRYY  HUNTINGDONSHIRE 

STEPHEN MOORHOUSE 

A LIMITED reconnaissance excavation on the main platform within a large moated 
complex north of Archers Wood, Sawtry, revealed part of a small ancillary building 
with low sill walls, presumably timber superstructure and a roof covered in fiat and 
crested ceramic tiles: the general occupation of this structure occurred during the 
fifteenth and early sixteenth century. No evidence was found for the construction of 
the moated platform. The site has been tentatively identified as a monastic grange 
attached to the nearby Abbey at Sawtry. An extensive range of finds, including 
pottery, iron, bronze and glass, forming a homogeneous group of general fifteenth-
and early sixteenth-century date were found.' 

INTRODUCTION 

The site lies 2 miles SSE of Sawtry village, lying partly in and to the north of Archers 
Wood centred at G.R. TL 175813. The earthworks 2  (Fig. i ; 

P1. I) comprise a large 
irregular outer moat, truncated at the north west by the Coppingfield—Sawtry road 
and divided into a large and small area by a moat towards, and following the line of, 
the south and south-east sides of the main enclosure. This divisionary moat forms 
one side of the main inner moated area situated in the northern larger enclosure. 
A small channel leads from the northern side of the moat surrounding this platform 
terminating to the east in a much smaller island raised 4  ft above the immediate 
ground and surrounded on only three sides by a moat, probably dug to provide the 
material to heighten the ground which it surrounds. Suggestions of foundations are 
visible outside the main enclosure in the meadow between the northern angle of 
Archers Wood and the southern boundary of the outer enclosure and in the southern 
part of the long field immediately to the north-east of the site, although these may be 
later disturbances, as the field shows signs of rig and furrow. 

The earthworks were brought to the attention of Mr E. W. Joyce by Mr Michael 
Fitton of Whitehall Farm, Sawtry in 1967, when it was decided to excavate the site 
to determine its true nature. This was carried out during the summer of 1967 by 
Mr Joyce assisted by Mr J. Owen of Sawtry. Mr Joyce later informed the Ministry 

1  I am grateful to Mr E. W. Joyce, the site's excavator, for readily giving permission to examine the 
finds and allowing them to be published here, and for laying all his notes on the excavation at my 
disposal. • 

2  Mentioned in V.C.H. Hunts. 111  (1936), 212 and Huntingdonshire (R.C.H.M.., 1926), p. 231. 
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of Public Building and Works about the excavations, the site's extent and its pre 
servation. This eventually led to the site and its immediate hinterland being scheduled 
as an ancient monument, the area of which is shown dotted in Fig. i. 

The Excavation 
Excavation was restricted to the larger and main platform in the northern enclosure. 
Initial trial trenching started at a point 72 ft from the southern edge of the platform 
and 30 ft from the western edge, proceeding to the west with a trench 24 ft long and 
4 ft wide. Extensions were made north and south to follow features encountered at 
the western end of the trial trench. The excavations revealed (Fig. i) at a depth of 
18 in. a layer of broken tiles, some 4-5 in. thick. Natural clay was reached at a depth 
Of 36 in., on top of which all the structural features rested. Two separate walls were 
found; wall i terminated at the north in a right-angled corner but neither this nor the 
southern part was followed. It was built of rough stone walling and stood to a height 
of 16 in., with the suggestion of post holes along the top at intervals of z ft. The angle 
made by the wall more than likely represents the internal floor of a building, although 
this was not recorded as such by the excavator. Two features on the northern stretch 
of wall are worthy of note. Both were used worked pieces of stone lying on the top of 
this wall and used in its construction. Stone a (Fig. i) was 23 X 1 5 ' x  5 in. and was 
placed crossways on the wall, protruding at both sides, more so than that expected 
from rough walling; it appeared, to the excavator to be of some significance. Stone b, 
also in the same stretch of walling, was lying crossways, measuring iz x 9  x 10 in. 
Two parallel grooves had been cut on the upper surface of this stone along its length, 
each 3  in. from either side and i-1 and i in. deep respectively, with a depression 
4 in. diameter and iin. deep in the centre of the left-hand groove 4  in. from the 
top of the stone. Wall z sprang from the western side of wall i about halfway down 
its excavated length; it was of similar construction to wall 1, 12 in. high and 1 2 in, 
wide, and abutting on to it. It formed a curve equivalent to a quarter of a circle; 
where it disappeared into the southern side of the trench it was not followed up. 

Running alongside wall i to the east, a cobbled path was located extending beyond 
the northern angle of wall i , resting on clay. The surface of the path contained a 
quantity of shells, while a large collection of pottery, various metal objects and iron 
nails were found in the mixed deposit between the path and overlying tile layer. 

None of the structural remains was removed either during or after the excavation, 
the site being back-filled immediately after excavation had ceased, and the area 
reverting to pasture. 

Interpretation and Discussion 
The small area excavated in relation to the size of the platform necessarily limits the 
interpretation that can be placed upon the remains found. These appear to represent 
the northern angle of a building with internal floor to the left of wall 11,  with an 
external cobbled path. The interpretation of wall z is not clear ;  one possible explana-
tion is that of a drain, but this was not recorded as such by the excavator and its 



77 A MOATED SITE NEAR SAWTRY, HUNTINGDONSHIRE 

/ç N 

	 ( 

Q 	 = 	c c  \tr? 	9 	Excavation 93 	ç3 	
Q c L Archers 	 9 $7 

Wood 9 N '•.. 	 c 	ci: . 

Q9 100 2300500 Feet 
I 	icr 	 ? c

0. 50 iqo io Metres 

(a) 

Wall 2 ;  
ii 

L.I 

, 	 . 1 	 Sawtry 
Archers Wood 

moated site 
.c•0: 

.00.QG.:U 
r.rDc:i 
Cobbled) •! 

path. 	[ 
Tho .UQ 	• —.—.—.—.—.—.—.—.—.- 1 0.5 

o.oQ 

0 	5 	10 Feet 
I 	I 	1 	1 	I 	I 	I 	I 	III 

0 	1 	2 	3Metres 
I 	 I 	-• 	I 	 I 

Fig. I . Site location and details of the area examined. Area scheduled shown dotted. 

C 



78 	 STEPHEN MOORHOUSE 

purpose must remain open. Structurally the walls are of too flimsy a construction to 
have withstood any major superstructure and therefore appear not to have formed 
part of any major stone structure on the platform. Their position near the platform 
perimeter would suggest an ancillary building, either stable or barn. The regularity 
of the top of the wall and the indication of post holes along its top, together with the 
wall's general character, imply a timber superstructure. This method of building 
construction is perhaps reflected in the comparatively scarce occurrence of good 
building materials in the area, the majority of usable stone having to be imported 
into the region. The lack of any quantities of stone in the destruction level is also in 
agreement with this suggestion. Whatever form the superstructure took, it is evident 
from the destruction material that the roof was covered in flat ceramic tiles with 
ceramic crests on the ridge. 

The finds from the site suggest a desertion for the area excavated towards the 
middle of the sixteenth century, but there is insufficient evidence to suggest when it 
was constructed. Material is accumulating to show that, in general, moated sites of 
this type were thrown up during the later thirteenth and early fourteenth centuries,' 
particularly in the south of England, but the evidence from the present site was far 
from conclusive in this respect. The finds suggest a construction date during the 
fifteenth century, but this may only mean that the area excavated was unoccupied 
up to that date, and the platform could be of a much earlier construction. The build-
ing was founded on clay, and as far as the excavator was aware was the only stone 
structure ever erected within the limit of the excavation, although this does not rule 
out the possibility of unobserved timber buildings. 

The identification of the site has yet to be determined, and future documentary 
research could well define its true character .2 It is unlikely to form part of the de-
serted medieval village of Sawtry St Judith, for the village church, St Mary's, stood 
very close to the Sawtry Abbey gates. 3  The aerial photograph (P1. I) suggests a large 
ditched manorial-type complex with numerous internal sub-divisions. A most likely 
interpretation of the earthworks are those of a monastic home grange, especially as the 
manor of Sawtry St Judith was in the possession of Sawtry Abbey throughout the 
Middle Ages . 4 Comparative plans are however difficult to cite, for few sites of this 
type have either been excavated or surveyed. 5  

In conclusion it can be said that the remains found represent a building erected 
at an uncertain date, although possibly during the fifteenth century, and destroyed 
towards the middle of the sixteenth century, with a timber superstructure, tiled roof 
and probably forming one of the peripheral domestic buildings on the platform. 

1  The evidence for this is discussed by J.  G. Hurst in D. Gillian Hurst and John G. Hurst ' Excavation 
of Two Moated Sites: Milton, Hampshire, and Ashwell, Herefordshire '  Journ. Brit. Arch. Journ. xxx, 
(1967), 83-5. Sites in the St Neots area, producing evidence of earlier occupation beneath moated sites 
are discussed in the context of the Ellington hall (pp. 46-9 of this volume). 

2 This is currently being carried out by Mr P. G. M. Dickinson but was unfortunately not completed 
when the present paper went to press. 3 V.C.H. Hunts. iii (1936), 212. Ibid., pp. 207-9. 

5  The most recent work carried out on granges combining documentary, archaeological, and field-work 
evidence, is Cohn Platt, The Monastic Grange in Medieval England (Macmillan, 1969). 
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The site's possible identification as a grange and the termination of the finds during 
the first half of the sixteenth century make it possible to associate them with a pre-
Dissolution date of 1 536,  but the small area excavated and the uncertainty of the 
site's true nature make this open to correction ; the question will only be solved by 
more extensive investigation of the earthworks or the relating of irrefutable docu-
mentary evidence. . . . . . 
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Pottery 
The finds from Sawtry form a useful addition to other local ceramic groups in the 
area. The local pottery can be divided into three distinct fabric types, with the 
exception of one small sherd of St Neots ware type of twelfth—thirteenth-century 
date. The first group represented by Fig. 2, nos. I to io is characterized by an oxid- 
ized sandy fabric with pimply surfaces and occasionally with a grey core. Only one 
vessel, no. 9,  stands out from this general fabric in that it is in a harsh-textured sandy 
fabric with a white slip. The second major fabric type is represented by Fig. 3,  nos. II 
to 25, and is typified by a hard reduced dark-grey sandy. ware; bowls, jars, cisterns 
and jugs occur in this type. Two sherds, in a very similar fabric but distinct from 
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either of the previous types, are illustrated by Fig. 3, flOs. 24 and 25 : a very hard 
smooth fabric with a characteristic washy white slip. 

The forms and fabrics represented in the group as a whole suggest a general 
fifteenth-century—early sixteenth-century date, comparison with other local . groups 
generally confirming this date range. In particular the extensive early-sixteenth-
century deposit from the (?)fishpond  at St Neots contained highly comparable 
material, particularly in the form and fabrics of nos. 1,  2, 3, and 8.1  Angled handles, 
no. 4,  are also represented in this deposit, although there was no evidence for them 
coming from cisterns, and the faceted foot was also not represented. The present 
storage vessel or cistern, no. 4,  can however be related to the St Neots (?)fishpond  
group though the fabric of nos. 1 , z and 3, and a similar kiln source is most likely for 
all these vessels. The St Neots group also demonstrates that totally reduced wares, 
Fig. 3, fl05. 13 to 23, persisted until the early sixteenth century, and confirms 
the homogeneity of the present group. As the date range of these forms and fabrics 
has yet to be defined locally, a general date in the fifteenth, with an emphasis on the 
second half of the century, and extending into the sixteenth century, could be sug-
gested for these local wares. The Cistercian types, Fig. 3,  nos. 26 to 30 and the 
Raeren sherd, no. 3 1, confirm a terminal date during the first half and possibly early 
sixteenth century. Despite the fact that the site's function can only be suggested, the 
pottery forms a useful addition to existing late medieval types and in addition to 
extending the range of forms known in the area, its termination during the first half 
of the sixteenth century helps to support the idea that the site is of monastic character, 
not outliving the Dissolution of I536. 

Oxidized wares (Fig- 2, nos. i to io and Fig. 3,  nos. i i and iz) 

I . Large sherd from the rim of a bowl in a very hard-fired fabric with blue-grey core and dull 
brick-red margins beneath dull reddish brown surfaces; fire-blackened exterior. 

Two non-joining sherds from a bowl rim in a fine smooth slightly soapy fabric, completely 
oxidized a light creamy pink with pimply surfaces; unglazed. 

Three non-joining sherds from a bowl rim in fine smooth hard fabric, completely oxidized 
and similar to no. 2 above ; unglazed. 

Twelve large sherds, some of which join, incorporating a major part of a large barrel-shaped 
vessel, completely oxidized in identical fabric to no. z with the exception of the handle which has 
a dark blue-grey core; the spread foot has been horizontally faceted as if copying a metal vessel 
and the inner face of the handle junction on the rim has had an additional piece of clay smoothed 
over as if covering a spigot on the handle or a thumb impression securing the junction, neither of 
which is now evident. The lower junction of the handle has two faint external thumb impressions 
while the hung has been neatly applied and smoothed on to the body of the pot. 

Large sherd from the rim of a cooking pot or cistern in a smooth fabric with blue-grey core 
and light creamy pink surfaces similar to no. 2, and external dull watery olive-green glaze on the 
shoulder. 

1  Post. Med. Arch. V 071),  forthcoming. I am grateful to Mr Peter Addyman for showing me this 
important group in advance of his own publication. Identical types can be seen from St Neots Priory, 
Proc. Camb. Ant. Soc. LIX (1966), 58, fig. 8 nos. 35-6 of late-fifteenth—early sixteenth-century date, and 
p. 65, fig. 13, nos. 19, 20 and zz of general late medieval date. This fabric appears to form one of the staple 
types during the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries in and around St Neots. 

CAS 
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Complete straight handle from a (?)pipkin  in completely oxidized fabric similar to no. ; 
unglazed. 

Base in a hard sandy fabric with grey core and dull orange-pinky surfaces, very smooth 
externally and coarse-textured internally; the base angle has been externally knife-trimmed. 

Jug base in hard slightly coarse-textured fabric with blue-grey core and dull creamy-buff 
surfaces; slight thumb impressions on the expanded foot. 

Three non-joining sherds forming half the circumference of a jug neck in a hard-fired 
coarse-textured fabric with dark blue-grey core and dull pink surfaces, externally smoother with 
a painted design in dull creamy slip which has rubbed off in parts. 

Base in smooth, completely oxidized dull pink fabric with very smooth external surface 
while the inner is slightly sandy. 

i i . Grooved strap handle in a hard fine sandy fabric with smooth dull pinky-brown surfaces 
and a blue-grey core; unglazed. 

12. Strap handle in similar fabric to no. i i above but slightly coarser; unglazed. 

Reduced wares (Fig. 3, nos. 13 to 23) 
113.  Rim in totally reduced grey fabric with hard micaceous inclusions, giving the surface a 

harsh texture, with fire-blackening on the outside below the rim; unglazed. 
Rim in similar fabric to no i i ; unglazed. 
Two non-joining rim sherds in similar fabric to no. I i i, totally reduced to a dark grey; 

unglazed. 
Rim in coarse-textured hard sandy dull creamy-pink fabric with deep vertical thumb 

impressions on the rim edge; unglazed. 
Cooking pot rim in a hard sandy totally reduced dark-grey ,  fabric with a patch of fire-

blackening on the rim edge. 
Rim with attached handle in dark-grey reduced fabric identical to no 13, the handle having 

a very smooth polished surface, possibly from use. 
Base in totally reduced dark-grey fabric with smooth surfaces. 
Body sherd in a fine sandy totally reduced dark-grey fabric with light blue-grey inner and 

a dark grey-brown outer surface with external decoration of incised horizontal lines; unglazed. 
Body sherd from the shoulder of a vessel in a hard sandy dark-grey reduced fabric with 

dark buff margins and dark blue-grey smooth pimply surfaces; unglazed. 
Base from a small vessel in a dark-grey fine sandy reduced fabric with smooth dull pinky -

brown external surfaces. 
Base from a rod handle in similar fabric to no. 15; unglazed. 

White Slip-decorated Jugs (Fig. 3,  nos. 24-5) 
A large wide angular handle in a fine smooth powdery fabric with blue-grey core and light 

grey surfaces with white slip splashes under the handle. 
Jug rim in a hard-fired dark red smooth fabric with dull creamy-pink surfaces covered 

externally in a deep glossy green glaze over a patchy off-white slip which has splashed internally. 

Cistercian type Ware 
The form and fabrics of Fig. 3, flOS. 26 to 30 associate this small group with the 
Cisterian ware tradition, mainly of central and northern England,' with kilns to the 

1 Initially discussed in Pub. Thoresby Soc. XLIX, no. i io (1962-4), 116-9 and fig. 38. An extended series 
with full bibliography is to appear in Peter Brears English Country Potters (David and Charles, 1 970, 
forthcoming. 
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north of London and supplying its hinterland. At least two centres of production are 
indicated by the present sherds, on the evidence of firing temperature shown by the 
fabrics and the colour and density of the glazes. The absence of decorated sherds is 
perhaps noticeable, especially as no. 30 comes from a group of recently defined 
Cistercian Wares, whose main distribution lies to the north-west of London.' They 
are distinguished by the red sandy oxidized fabric, glazes ranging from bright brown 
to orange and complete lack of decoration on any of the vessels examined. The 
Sawtry association with a larger number of the more conventional harder-reduced 
wares could suggest a northern limit to the type's distribution, but as the excavation 
was of limited extent, the material derived from it can hardly be regarded as forming 
a complete cross section of types current in use during the later fifteenth and early 
sixteenth century ; thus the relevance placed on the type ratios is questionable. 
Cups, nos. 26 to 29, are not likely to come from the Babylon kilns near Ely and 
another centre is to be expected. 

Rim and body sherd with the attached base of a handle in a fine smooth purple-red fabric 
with a shiny dull olive-green glaze completely covering both surfaces. 

Body sherd from the shoulder of a cup in identical fabric and glaze to no. z6 ; it is possible 
that they come from the same vessel. 

Sherd from the lower part of the flared rim from a cup in a hard fine dark purple-brown 
fabric with a matt purple-brown glaze completely covering the surfaces giving the small rounded 
micaceous content of the body a creamy white speckled effect. 

Sherd from the shoulder of a cup in a hard fine smooth purple fabric with glaze covering all 
the surfaces, internally a very dark brown and externally dark purple with lighter specks. 

Sherd from the base and lower half of a small globular cup in a hard, totally oxidized, 
brick-red fabric with thick glossy deep-brown glaze, completely covering the interior, and the 
upper half only externally. 

Imports 
3 11.  Body sherd from the central part of a Raeren mug in a hard fine-grained grey stoneware 

with light purple inner surface and covered externally in a light creamy-grey lustrous glaze with 
orange-brown mottling. Mugs of this type were imported from their source in the Raeren 
factories of the middle Rhine from the late 15th through to the early 17th century, but are far 
more common in contexts of the early 16th century and have become a type fossil of sites of that 
date.2  

32. Large body sherd in an extremely fine smooth soapy fabric with light-pink core and dull 
creamy surfaces which have a pinkish tinge. Possibly from a Spanish olive jar but the majority of 
known examples have a sandy content to the body; however an olive jar with .a similar smooth 
fabric has recently come from Porchester Castle, Hampshire, thus strengthening the suggested 
origin for the present piece. Spanish olive jars have a wide general date-range but are far more 
common on post-medieval sites in this country, where they were brought as containers for olives, 

1 Hertfordshire Archaeology iii (1971), forthcoming. 
2 Originally discussed by J. G. Hurst ' Stoneware Jugs: Flemish Stoneware jug '  in Barry Cunliffe, 

Winchester Excavations, 1949-1966 (1964), 142-3 and expanded in J. G. Hurst ' The Pottery' in L. Keen, 
' Excavations at Old Wardour Castle, Wiltshire '  Wilts. Arch. Mag. LXII (1967), 74.  For a range of types see 
Stephen Moorhouse, ' Finds from Basing House Hampshire, (c. 1540  to 1 645):   Part One, Post-Med. Arch. 
Iv ( 11 70), 779 Fig. 21, nos. 252-5 P. 76. 

6-2 
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hence their name. Although the basic forms have been established,' few have been found in 
dated contexts; but generally globular or spherical ones are early in the sequence, while the tall 
pointed variety are regarded as later types. The form of the present piece suggests a globular 
vessel and is therefore of use in being associated with a site which can be shown to have been 
abandoned towards the middle of the 16th century. 

Metalwork 
All the significant metalwork from the site is illustrated; under half a dozen pieces 
were incapable of identification. Where datable they appear to be wholly consistent 
with a late medieval type, confirming the evidence of the pottery that the structure 
was not erected until some time during the fifteenth century. 

Iron (Fig. 4,  nos. i to 12) 

I . Half a badly corroded horseshoe with an angled end terminating in a bent up calkin ; visual 
evidence of only one nail hole with clenched nail in situ. The straight edges would suggest it is 
not early medieval in date, and therefore probably belongs to the fifteenth—sixteenth century. 

2. Trapezoid shaped buckle with the base of the swivel pin and the rolled over catch-plate. 
A harness buckle of general medieval type. 

3- Complete squat buckle of general trapezoidal shape with a rounded lower catch-plate bar 
and the remains of the swivel pin. Its finish would suggest a more personal use and it can be related 
to late medieval types. 

Complete swivel hook with identical rounded loops flattened at the junction, with a rivet 
pin holding them together and allowing them to move; this is now solid with rust. This type of 
double looped link is common throughout the medieval period and had a variety of uses such as 
chain links, pot hangers over fires, and on horse furniture. 

A near complete solid iron knife with broken tip. A common general type throughout the 
medieval period, but the recessed tang and continuous top to the blade and tang would suggest 
a late medieval date. 

Complete chisel with hexagonal shaft, square sectioned shoulder and tapered tang; the 
blade has been beaten from the shaft. The possibility that this is a screwdriver is lessened by 
Salzman' S2  suggestion that the screw did not come into use until the mid-sixteenth century; 
the developed form of the piece would suggest a much later date if indeed it was a screwdriver. 
The solid shank and shoulder would be in agreement with it being interpreted as a chisel, although 
the working end has become blunted. 

Well preserved nail with rectangular-sectioned shank tapering to a point and a square 
pyramid head symmetrically on the shank. 

Nail-type Object with a slightly tapering square-sectioned shank and an asymmetrical head 
beaten out of the end of the shank; the top of the head had broken off but possibly its original 
form was similar to no i i below. 	. 	 . 

Complete nail with rectangular-sectioned shank tapering to a slightly expanded flat point; 
a solid thick square head. 	 . 	 . 

The best preserved of three similar nails with thin rectangular-sectioned tapering shanks 
and a large thin rounded head set symmetrically on the shank. 

1 John M. Goggin ' The Spanish Olive Jar,: An Introductory Study '  Yale University Pub-
lications in Anthropology (1966), 3-40, especially P. 28. 

2  L. F. Salzman Building in England Down to 1540 (Oxford, rev. ed. 1967), 309. 
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I I . Iron object with a thick square-sectioned stem curving towards the pointed tip, and a 
broad circular rim possibly beaten and formed out of the end of the shank. The purpose of the 
piece is not clear but possibly it was a variation of an ox-goad although more typical ox-goads 
are not of this precise shape. 

Piece of thin iron slightly tapering towards a rounded end while the broad broken end is 
beginning to curve. 

Bronze (Fig-4. nos. 13 to I 6) 
A broad piece of sheet-bronze folded round and secured at the top with a split bronze 

rivet, badly buckled and bent almost flat. 
Strip of thin sheet bronze folded double along one of the longer sides. 
Near complete thin rectangular sheet of bronze with a stamped and chased design on one 

side reading ' ave ', the stamped dot border illustrating that the piece is complete. The background 
has been chased diagonally, to reveal the lettering in relief. The plate formed part of a book-cover 
hinge, being secured by the two small rivet holes near the right hand border while the hinge of 
the book clasp was pivoted between the turned over projecting lugs on the left hand side of the 
plate, of which only one remains. This inscription is probably part of a two word monogram 
one inscribed on each hinge plate, the most commonly used being ' Ave Maria ' . Book clasp plates 
of this type are not closely datable but are generally late medieval.' 

A slender object of sub-rectangular section flattened at one end with a vertical projection 
below a broken curving terminal. 

Glass (Fig. 4, no. 17) 
. 17. Small piece of broken badly laminated dark green glass with painted design on one side in 
dull matt purple. 

1 A plate of similar design comes from Broken Wharf, Thames Street, London, amongst a deposit of 
general fifteenth and sixteenth century date, London Museum Medieval Catalogue (H.M.S.O., reprinted-
1967), 270 fig. 85 no. 6 and p. 269. 
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