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IN
June 1914 I was apprised by Mr. G. C. Druce,
Local Secretary for the Wimbledon district, of the

discovery of a Norman arch in an old house within the

precincts of Merton Priory. As is generally known,
beyond boundary walls and a very made-up archway
in one of them, no fragment of the Priory buildings was

supposed to exist. Malcolm's view, of about 1800, re-

produced in the late Major Heales' Merton Priori/, shows
a gable-end of flint and stone with a good early

-

14th-century traceried window, but this, with whatever
other relics of the church and monastic buildings had

survived, was pulled down early in the nineteenth

century, and it was thought that only buried founda-

tions and floors remained. Occasionally fragments have
been dug up, such as the marble head of a royal or

noble personage in the possession of the Society of

Antiquaries, and stones of one of the crux piers (?) pre-
served in our Guildford Museum

;
but the site of the

main buildings has never been exactly located, and
awaits a systematic excavation, which, it is to be hoped,
may be taken in hand before long.

Early in June 1914, an old house, known as Abbey
House, immediately in the rear of the archway in the

boundary wall, and close to Merton Abbey Station,

passed into the hands of the house-breaker who seems
to have disposed at once of sundry encaustic tiles,

coins, and other small articles, as well as the heavy oak



PLATE I.

(G. C. Dmce, phot.)

ARCH OF MERTON PRIORY.
Discovered 1914.
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timbers, and an 18th-century staircase. When the men
commenced to strip a number of heavy coatings of

stucco from the front, they were found to be on lathing
and battens, and to cover a fine Late-Norman arch. The

arch, though it had been grievously injured, owed the

preservation of its delicate carving chiefly to the fact

that the wall-face had been battened out to receive the

stucco, instead of the latter being applied direct.

My visit was made on the 12th of June, and as the

house-breaker had been at work for some days, the

house itself was partly roofless and much of it gutted.

However, the Vicar of Merton, the Rev. J. E. Jagger,
took active steps, and the attention of the owner, Sir A.

Liberty, was immediately drawn to the discovery, with

the result that the archway is being preserved in situ.

It was very evident that the archway was only a part
of a range of mediaeval buildings of more than one date,

altered and added to in the sixteenth and subsequent
centuries. If the large-scale Ordnance map of Merton
be examined, it will be seen that the railway cuts in

two the Priory lands still mainly enclosed by the

ancient walls and that the site of the church and other

buildings is placed in the southern half, on the E.

side of the lliver Wandle. This site, moreover, now

occupied by Messrs. Liberty & Co.'s Dye-works, is where
Malcolm's view of the gable-end with the Decorated

window was taken, and the window might well have

belonged to some part of the great church. As against
this the same might be said of the great stones of a pier

(now at Guildford), such as would be built for a central

tower, which some years ago were dug up at Merton

Abbey Station, some little way to the N.E. of the other

site.

Site No. 1, as it may be called, is close to the old

Norm an-Jacobean gateway in the wall, and the latter

immediately gives upon the lately discovered Norman

archway and other remains, which in turn are only

separated from Site No. 1 by the Wandle stream. Which
of the sites may be that of the Priory Church must, for

the present, remain an open question, but there can be
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no doubt that the archway that has been brought to

light in this strange manner is (1) in situ, and (2) has

been the entrance to an important building. It faces

due N., and may equally have given access to a

building running N. and S. or E. and W. The

Hospitium or Guest-house of an important foundation

like Merton, where King John and other sovereigns

stayed, and where a Parliament was held in 1236, would
be an exceptionally spacious and ornate building, and
its entrance doorway would be an imposing feature. So
also would the main entrance to the Chapter-house, of

which we have many Norman examples remaining.
1 But

the proximity to the gateway in the wall, and the sepa-
ration by the Wandie from either of the conjectural sites

of the church added to the considerable distance from
Site No. 2 appear to me fatal objections to the theory
that we have in this relic the entrance to the Chapter-

house, where the great Parliament of Merton sat.

In the absence of proof to the contrary, I incline to

the view that the archway formed part of the Hospitium.
Until a plan and, if possible, fuller investigation of the

site, be made, it is inadvisable to say more. The arch,
which is in fine chinch or firestone, at present consists

only of the outer order and label of semicircular form,
the opening at the springing measuring 8 feet in the

clear. The label has been chopped off, but seems to

have had a quirked hollow section. The arch-ring, about
9 inches wide, is carved with a very beautiful inter-

rupted and enriched chevron moulding, recalling at

once the fine Late-Norman doorway at Shere (illustrated
in the Schedule of Surrey Antiquities) and voussoirs of a

similar doorway preserved in Merstham Church. 2 The

pattern here is ingenious and intricate, being worked
with delicate little rolls, and the chevrons being filled

with charming foliage and flowers. The capital, at first

1
E.g., Buildwas, Lilleshall and Haughmond Abbeys, Shropshire ;

Furness, Fountains and Kirkstall Abbeys, Bristol
; Oxford and

Rochester Cathedrals ; and Boxgrove Priory, Sussex.
2 Ifo rd, Rodmell, New Shoreham and Eastbourne Churches, Sussex,

have similar interrupted chevron mouldings.
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Voussoip of Second Arch-order.

(P. M. Juhnston, plwt.)

Voussoir of Third Arch-order.
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sight of a scalloped pattern, has probably had knops of

foliage that have been broken off, with an abacus of the

quirked-hollow section : no base is visible, being perhaps
buried by the raising of the soil. The rough tailed-in

ends of the voussoirs there have been no less than thirty
of them in the arch-ring indicates that this is only the

outer order of several. Twenty-four of the voussoirs are

in position, the remaining six being absent, together
with the whole of the right-hand jamb. A " skew-
back" of 18th-century brickwork receives the thrust of

the arch on this side,
and the jamb was
found to be built up
with stones from the

arch, parts of the

shafts, and other

materials. Over and
around the left side

of the arch is some
fine -

jointed ashlar,

suggesting that the

whole of the front

was thus faced when
built.

Looking at the return face of the voussoirs, we see

that the stones "
tail

"
in, so that their ragged ends

would lie upon the second order of the arch. The rough
rubble core of the wall appears beyond. There is every
reason to believe that the arch when complete had three

orders
;
and in confirmation of this theory we have the

fact that, when the wooden Georgian door-case which
filled the centre of the old archway was removed, the
side spaces right and left were found packed up with
an assortment of beautiful wrought stonework parts of

shafts and of two other distinct patterns of enriched
voussoirs (Plate II). It would be quite easy to decide
which of these is No. 2 and which No. 3 in the arch
orders. I believe that the second order consisted of a row
of continuous chevrons, worked on both front and return

of the voussoirs, and the alternate chevrons enclosing a
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"
plume

"
of flowers. The third, or innermost, order

was a very elaborate affair. It began with a diamond-
fret pattern, the strap of the diamond enriched witli

nail-heads and its heart, and the alternate triangular

spaces being filled with bunches of grapes. This band
was of a curved section, and followed the extrados of

the order : the intrados was modelled on a larger circular

section, with a circular roll or rib following the line of

the arch, crossed and re-crossed chevron-wise by other

circular ribs, the alternate triangular spaces being filled

by annulets of three roll sections with nail-heads between.
It was evident to me that the internal splays of the

archway or doorway, as it almost certainly was had
been hacked away to reduce the thickness of the wall

when this fragment was turned so sordidly to account

by the Georgian builders. Half the wall-thickness must
thus have been removed, and this also explains the

destruction of the second and third arch-orders. It is

quite likely that more of these beautiful stones are

either packed into blockings or buried in the 18th-

century foundations. Many might be recovered with
careful research.

The backing of the front wall, where it remains,

appears to be stone rubble: the return and internal

walls are largely of flint, with some traces of 12th-

century openings and quoins in a return wall. There
were also (in June 1914) part of an oak partition wall,
and various relics of an Elizabethan adaptation of the

house. I also saw two pieces of the head of a Tudor

fire-place of the usual flat 4-centred form, still showing
traces of blue-black colour and gilding in some heraldic

device. Many wrought and moulded blocks of chalk

and firestone had been built up roughly into the re-

constructed walls, among which I noted a singularly
beautiful Early-English capital (Plate IHi

5).

Our hearty thanks are due to Mr. Druce, to the Vicar

of Merton, to Sir Arthur Liberty, to the Society for the

Protection of Ancient Buildings, and to others who have

co-operated to save this precious relic.






