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An Archaeological Watching Brief at 

Cleeve Abbey, Washford 

Scheduled Monument number 1057579 County Number 28519 

Sumnmary 

 An archaeological watching brief was undertaken during ground works adjacent to 

Cleeve Abbey.  No archaeological features or deposits were present and no archaeological 

finds were either seen or recovered. 

 

 
Figure 1. Cleeve Abbey in 1888 as portrayed in the first Ordnance Survey map.  

Watercourses on this map and the tithe map of 1839 picked out in blue.  The location of the 

water pump is shown as a red ‘x’.  

 

1.0 INTRODUCTION 

 

1.1 The site 

 

 Cleeve Abbey, Abbey Road, Washford, near Watchet, Somerset (NGR ST 04767 

40849) is Scheduled Ancient Monument number 1057579 (county number 28519).  It is the 

best preserved and most complete remains of a Cistercian Abbey in Southern England, 
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founded by William Earl of Ronmare 1186-1191.
1
  It was remodeled in the fifteenth and 

sixteenth centuries and then became part of a farm after the dissolution of the monasteries in 

the late-sixteenth century.
2
 

 English Heritage opens the property for visitors from April to November.  ‘It is an 

outstanding example of its class and attracts many visitors.’
3
 

 

 
Figure 2. Scheduled Area from EH listing summary. 

 

1.2 The repairs 

 

In November 2012, Mr. Morgan Cowles, Buildings Technical Manager for English Heritage, 

submitted a ‘pre-applications details form’ for the repairs to the pipe supplying water to the 

system of leats and drains which formerly carried water in the grounds of Cleeve Abbey.  The 

water in the drains within the scheduled area are considered important for the preservation of 

any existing waterlogged deposits in the vicinity.  There are stories that mortared masonry 

was uncovered in two locations
4
, when the pipe was first installed, but there remains no 

further description. 

 The approximate location of the pump driving the water from the Washford River 

into the leat system is indicated on Figure 1 by a red ‘x’.  The location of the pump chamber 

is taken from the plan (Figure 3) provided by Mr. Andrew Wyngard, Technical Manager for 

English Heritage, who supervised the repairs. The archaeological watching brief took place 

on Tuesday 25
th

 March 2014 in fair weather, and was undertaken by Charles and Nancy 

Hollinrake of C. and N. Hollinrake Ltd.   The construction works were carried out by 

foreman Barry Blake, and by Tony Dellaware and Tony Bryant of Mouldings Ltd.  All 

                                                           
1
 Somerset HER listing number 33918. 

2
 EH listing description. 

3
 EH listing reason for designation. 

4
 Andrew Wyngard, pers. comm.. 



WCA14 

3 
 

excavations were hand-dug and the spoil was replaced after completion of the works.  No 

archaeological finds or artefacts were contained within the spoil.  Observations and results 

were entered into a site notebook and digital and black and white photographs were taken. 

 

2.0 Topography, Geology  and  Soils 

 Cleeve Abbey - national grid reference ST 047 407 - lies in the parish of Old 

Cleeve, West Somerset, approximately 100 metres to the east of, and within the floodplain of 

the Washford River, at an elevation of around 40metres a.O.D.  The Washford River rises 

approximately 5 kilometres to the south-west of the abbey on Treborough Common, on the 

northern edge of the Brendon Hills, and runs into the Bristol Channel at Watchet, 

approximately 4 kilometres to the north-east of the abbey.  

 The geology of the land on either side of the river is composed of Upper Marls of the 

Permian and Triassic Series with a ridge of Upper Sandstones immediately to the north-east 

(British Geological Survey, Sheet 294, Dulverton).  The local soils comprise those of the 

Worcester Series to the west and north - slowly permeable, non-calcareous clayey soils over 

mudstone supporting permanent and short term grassland used for dairying and stock rearing 

- and those of the Crediton Series to the east and south; well-drained, gritty, reddish, loamy 

soils over breccia, primarily supporting dairying and stock rearing with some cereal, root 

crops and horticulture ((Soils of England and Wales, Sheet 5, SW England). 

 

3.0 Historical Background 

 Cleeve Abbey was a Cistercian monastery founded in 1198 by William, Earl of 

Roumare.  The full title of the monastery was the Abbey of the Blessed Virgin in the flower 

valley (valllis florida).  A period of prosperity during the 13
th

 century was followed by a 

decline, with a revival of the house during the mid-15
th

 century.  The monastery held 

substantial lands in the Brendon Hills, along with other estates in Somerset and Devon 

including Lundy Island, to which it appointed a rector.  The abbey was dissolved in 1536 and 

the abbey church was destroyed soon afterwards. 

 A comprehensive history of the monastery, Cleeve Abbey, was written by R. Gilyard-

Beer and published in 1960. 
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 The precinct occupies approximately 28 acres (11.3 hectares) with the Washford 

River forming the western boundary and broad moats defining the north and east boundaries.  

Much of the eastern boundary was in-filled and masked by the construction of a mineral-

railway line running from Exmoor to the small port at Watchet, which lies approximately 

four kilometres to the north-east, on the Bristol Channel coast.  Most of the monastic 

buildings have survived with little or no damage, whilst the outline of the demolished, 

monastic church has been marked out on the ground. 

 

4.0 Archaeological Background 

 There have been many archaeological excavations and watching briefs at Cleeve 

Abbey, the earliest dating from 1875 directed by C. H. Samson.   

 Excavations were carried out in 1914 and 1931-32 and more recently in 1979 and 

1980-82, directed by C. Guy and funded by the HBMC.  The Birmingham University Field 

Archaeology Unit (BUFAU) undertook excavations in 1987 and trial trenching was carried 

out in 1988 by Roy and Leslie Adkins.   

 Geophysical surveys were undertaken by the Ancient Monuments Laboratory in 1993 

and 1995 and an evaluation was undertaken by Exeter Archaeology in 1995 to test the 

geophysical results.  

 C. and N. Hollinrake undertook a watching brief in 1998 and Exeter Archaeology 

undertook surveys, evaluations and watching briefs in 1999, 2001 and 2002.   

 An architectural survey was undertaken in 2003 by Dendrochronological Consultants 

Ltd. and a geophysical survey was carried out by Stratoscan in 2007.  The last archaeological 

project took place in 2009, an archaeological evaluation within the east range, carried out by 

Exeter Archaeology.  
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Results 

 A hole, measuring ca. 0.90metres east-west  and  ca. 0.50metres north-south, was dug 

by hand immediately west of an existing, concrete manhole and approximately 2 metres to 

the east of the eastern edge of a stream.  The hole was ca.0.55metres deep and was dug 

through a moderately stony topsoil or cultivated soil in order to expose the sides of the 

manhole. 

 Only the deep, cultivated soil was exposed:  No archaeological features or deposits 

were present within the excavated area and no archaeological finds were seen. 

 A small hole was cut through the bottom of the west side of the manhole through 

which a small pipe was inserted and joined to an existing pipe leading down to the stream.  

 A photographic record, employing a digital camera and a black and white film 

camera, was made.  No further excavation works and no further disturbances took place. 

 

 

The pump being replaced. 

 

Looking into the pit. 

 

The replacement pump in place and 

being primed. 
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Sketch survey 

While the pump was being replaced, the opportunity presented itself to undertake a sketch 

survey of the western field where the works were being undertaken.  The following features 

were noted and sketched onto the plan provided to accompany the works
5
: 

• A farm gate and a doorway pierce the wall between the Abbey and the west field; 

• A prominent lynch extends westward from between the gate and the door; 

• Earthworks in the vicinity of the water pump (coloured blue in the plan) appear to be 

the remains of a small building; the western wall has been breached twice: once by 

the water pipe and again, further north, where the gap is filled by a manhole cover 

(coloured pink in the plan); these might be the spots where masonry and pottery are 

said to have been found (Andrew Wyngard, pers. comm. See 1.2 above.). 

• The route of the water pipe has been deduced from the locations of the pump and the 

outfall into the drain; 

• There appear to be buildings remains in the area framed by the lynch, the water pipe, 

the stone wall and the boundary of the field; they were too complex to survey in the 

time available 

• The stone wall shown on the plan bounding the stream continues south as a low stone 

ridge obscured by vegetation and probably indicates the outline of the Abbey precinct. 
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5
 English Heritage Asset Management Plan, Cleeve Abbey, 15

th
 November 2007. 
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