
Chester House, Wimblledon: 
the excavation of a oost- 

4L 

medieval Q garden 
Geoff Potter 

Introduction 
ARCHAEOLOGICAL investigation at Chester 
House, 3 Westside Common, Wimbledon Village 
sw19, was undertaken between February and April 
1993 by the Museum of London Archaeology Serv- 
ice (MOLAS). This followed planning consent for 
redevelopment within the grounds of the existing 
property. 

Chester House lies to the southwest of the historic 
village centre, and close to extensive areas of open 
land forming Wimbledon Common (Fig. I). The 
house was probably built about 1680, and survives 
largely intact between later additions. 

The investigation lay to the rear of Chester House. 
There were ten principal trenches1 within an area 
some 4om X 60m (130 X zooft). Excavation p r o  
duced prehistoric struck f lint, both tools and waste 
flakes. There was also some medieval pottery, of 
mid-10th to 12th century date. 

More important was the discovery of a large part 
of the historic garden associated with Chester 
House. It  had several phases, spanning the period c 

Archaeological and historical background 
Chester House is located on the top of Wimbledon 
Hill, overlying a natural surface of sands and 
gravels. This area has produced Palaeolithic and 
Mesolithic finds; settlement evidence is later, in 
the form of the Late Bronze/Early Iron Age earth- 
work known as Caesar's Camp. Despite occasional 
finds, there is no suggestion of Roman occupation. 

Wimbledon village may be of Saxon origin, al- 
though there is little documentary evidence. Re- 
I. The identif ication of areas o f  investigation as Trenches I to  10 

is a simplification of the site record; for an explanatory note 
see G. Potter Chester House, 3 West Side Common, Wimbledon. 
A n  Archaeological Investigation MOLAS (1993). 

2. G. Potter Report of Archaeolagical Investigation, 6-10 Marryat 
Road and rear of EaOle House, Wimbledon Museum of Lon- 
don DGLA (1991); G. Potter Claremont House, 44 High Street, 
Wimbledon. A n  Archaeological Evaluation MOLAS (1992). 

3. R. J. Milward Historic Wimbledon: Caesar's Camp to  Centre 
Court (1989) 77. 

cent archaeological workz produced sherds of 10th 
to 12th century pottery. However, there have been 
few later medieval finds. This may reflect eco- 
nomic changes in the post-Conquest period, per- 
haps also a shift in settlement away from the high 
ground and into the Wandle valley. 

By the 17th century Wimbledon village was well 
established. Developments such as Chester House 
typify the scale of building, large but not on the 
grand scale, which now took place. 

Chester House 
Chester House was probably built about 1680; the 
first record dates to 16923. There is no evidence for 
previous building, although it is likely that land 
nearby was settled. 

Pig. I: site location 

I27 



Despite substantial 19th century additions, the 
original house is clearly recognisable. The ground 
plan was about 12m (39ft) square; there were two 
main storeys, with gables built into the roof. 
Illustrations of 1810 and 1827~ show the house 
much as originally constructed. 

The archaeological investigation 
The initial evaluation consisted of six trenches, 
each 3m (loft) wide and f rom 8 to 18m (26 to 58ft) in 
length. They were located where development 
would significantly disturb archaeological remains. 

Work was preceded by a resistivity survey under- 
taken for MOLAS by the Passmore Edwards Mu- 
seum. A number of possible archaeological fea- 
tures were identified and incorporated within the 
research design for the evaluation. Most of these 
features were defined during the investigation, 
and ranged in date from possibly prehistoric to 
19th century. 

The positive evaluation led to the implementation 
of further archaeological measures, including ex- 
cavation, a watching brief and preservation in 
situ. During subsequent work the area of investi- 
gation was further increased; the final trench 
layout covered approximately 830 sq. m. (9000 sq. 
f t )  (Fig 2). 

Prehistoric 
The investigation produced 184 pieces of struck 
flint. They were predominantly Mesolithic, with 
some later material - notably a fine Early Bronze 
Age barbed-and-tanged arrowhead (Fig 3). There 
was only one potsherd, also probably of Bronze 
Age date. The later material can be related to other 
sites and finds in the localitys. 

Most of the material came from post-medieval 
contexts, principally those of the historic garden. 
However, this includes soil horizons which are 

Fig. 2: site outline, Chester House and-&chaeologkal 
trenches 

Fig. 3: Early Bronze Age barbed-and-tanged arrowhead 
(scale 2:1) 
presumably derived from earlier deposits. Possible 
prehistoric features were represented by two east- 
west linear cuts in Trench I, although there was no 
conclusive evidence of date. 

Saxon and medieval 
The investigation produced medieval potsherds, 
albeit relatively small in number and range of 
fabrics, and in almost all cases residual. Most of the 
material dated to between AD 950 and 1100, with 
very little from the later medieval period. 

The majority of finds came from the historic gar- 
den, although again probably derived in part from 
a reworked primary context. The only possible 
early medieval feature was represented by a small 
pit in Trench 3. This produced sherds of early 
Surrey and sand and shell tempered wares (AD rooo- 
1150). Overall the finds indicate small-scale domes- 
tic activity; moreover, the date range parallels that 
obtained from other recent work. 

The 17th century 
Few post-medieval finds predated the develop- 
ment of the historic garden. There was only one 
feature, an east-west ditch which was traced for 
nearly 45m (15oft) through Trenches 2,3 and 7 and 
during the watching brief. It was at least I.om (3ft) 
wide and up to o.5m (zoin) deep, although trun- 
cated by the garden. 
4. R. J. Milward A Georgian Village: Wimbledon, 1724-1765(1986) 34; 

op cit fn 3, 76. 
5. D. Field &S. Needham 'Evidence for Bronze Age settlement on 

Coornbe Warren, Kingston Hill' Surrey Archaeol Collect 77 
(1986) 127-51; S. Needharn 'The Bronze Age' in  J. Bird & D. G. 
Bird (eds) The Archaeology of Surrey t o  1540 (1987) 132. 
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Fig. 4: interpretative plan of the historic garden 

brick wall footing 

The ditch was probably inf illed between 1650-1680; 
it produced occasional finds, from struck flint to 
medieval pot and clay pipe. To the east the ditch 
lies parallel with and just to the south of the later 
garden wall, suggesting an immediately pre-exist- 
ent property boundary. 

The late 17th century garden 
The term 'historic garden' is used to describe fea- 
tures falling within the period c 1680 to 1740. 
Obviously these are not of one phase, but all are 
related to - or are developments of - a single design. 
The principal features of the garden are shown on 
Fig 4. 

The construction of the garden is assumed to be 
more or less contemporary with that of Chester 
House (c 1680), a conclusion broadly supported by 
finds of pottery and clay pipe. The basic outline 
was fairly simple, with two main areas divided by 
a north-south brick wall. The eastern part of the 
garden adjoined the house, and was apparently also 
enclosed by walls to the north and south (the latter 
represented by the present day boundary). 

Both parts of the garden were bisected by a broad 
central path, aligned on the 17th century house. 
The eastern section of this path was gravelled, but 
to the west the line is defined only by adjacent 
bedding pits; the path itself was presumably grassed. 
At its western end the gravel path formed a junc- 
tion with a slightly narrower north-south path; the 
latter lay parallel with and just to the east of the 
brick dividing wall. 

Modern disturbance has removed any direct rela- 
tionship between the two central areas of path, or 
between these and the dividing wall. However, it is 
assumed that the path was continuous, changing 
from gravel to grass as it passed from one part of 
the garden to the other. The opening through the 
wall may well have contained one or two interme- 
diate pillars and gates. 

The above layout does not present the high degree 
of formalisation of some 17th century gardens. 
However, the garden clearly underwent develop- 
ment and possibly (c 1720) one major revision. 
Superimposed on the basic design were two main 



Fig. 5: bedding pits in Trench 10, with Chester House to rear 

groups of features: planting pitsltrenches and clay 
bases (circular and linear) for raised bedding areas. 

Details of the first phase 
It  is likely that the boundary and dividing walls 
were built at the same time as Chester House. The 
first of these was represented by an extant base; the 
dividing wall was almost wholly robbed out, with 
a few remnants of brickwork in  sit~u. The wallbases 
were about o.5Sm (zzin) thick, in the case of the 
boundary wall slightly narrower at ground level. 
The line of the north-south wall had however been 
considerably overcut by robbing. 

The gravel paths are podrly dated but might be 
assumed to form part of the original garden lay- 
out. However, it should be noted that the north- 
south path appeared to cut an earlier bedding 
trench, and so may be somewhat later. The central 
(east-west)path crossed the northern end of Trench 
6; investigation to the north revealed the other 
side, giving a total width of $.gm (18ft). To the west 
part of the junction of the two paths was also 

revealed; in both areas the depth of the gravel 
averaged 0.05 to o.Im (2 to qin), although not 
obviously truncated. The north-south path was 
examined in rather more detail: the width ranged 
from 3 to nearly 4m (10 to 13ft), and the maximum 
depth of thegravel was about o.17m (7in) - although 
it had been extensively robbed in Trenches 3 and 9. 

Most of the planting pits probably fall within the 
first period of the garden, although not necessarily 
part of the original construction; dating would 
indicate anything between 1680-1720. The pits were 
concentrated in Trench 10, in three main groups. 
First, a double east-west line of large pits which 
defined the line of the central path. They ranged in 
size from about 0.5 to I.5m (zoin to sft), although all 
were fairly shallow, about 0.12 to o.2m (5 to gin) 
deep. Second, a group of smaller pits laid out on a 
regular grid to the south of the path (Fig 5) .  This 
group was of fairly uniform size, 0.35 to o.5m (14 to 
zoin) in diameter and up to o.18m (7in) deep. Fi- 
nally; to the east of the above, a rather broken 
double north-south line of pits, averaging 0.3 to 
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Fig. 6: section in Trench 4 showing historic garden features 

o.5m (12 to aoin) in plan and 0.1 to o.2m (4 to sin) in 
depth. 

There are a number of features which may belong 
to the original garden layout, but for which con- 
clusive dating is absent. Most significant were a 
series of clay bases on either side of the robbed 
dividing wall, and also adjoining the northern 
boundary wall. In places these were largely intact, 
but elsewhere they had been largely removed by 
robbing (Fig 6, west end). Where intact, the bases 
were about 0.8 to o.gm (2ft 7in to 3f t) wide and 0.05 
to o.rm (2 to 4in) thick. 

The clay bases were f ound at contemporary ground 
level and are assumed to form the base for raised 
bedding areas. Presumably thc clay enhanced mois- 
ture retention, and perhaps prevented the leaching 
of nutrients; the overlying soil may well have been 
specially prepared. There was no evidence (e.g. tile 
fragments or stakeholes) for a retaining structure 
in any of the clay bases which were investigated. 
Probably the support was in the form of turf, 
wickerwork, or - in the case of linear beds - timber 
laid flat without further support. 

Changes in the historic garden 
Of the changes which took place five in particular 
in may be noted, three to the east and two to the 
west of the dividing wall: 

To the east of the wall the gravel path was partially 
robbed (in Trenches 3 and 9), and was overlain by a 
rubble layer some 0.1 to o.Ijm (4 to 6in) deep. This 
rubble mainly consisted of broken brick and tile, 
including some moulded brick probably used in 
doorways and windows. 

These events are dated to between 1720 and 1750; it 
was initially thought that they had occurred as the 
original garden went out of use. However, there 
are two arguments against this. The rubble appears 
to have been deliberately laid over the area of the 
path, not merely restricted to it by - for example - 
adjacent bedding areas. Secondly, the rubble was 
cut by further developments within the historic 
garden; these are described below. 

Cutting the southern end of the rubble spread and 
the earlier gravel path beyond were two north- 
south bedding trenches. The base of these con- 
tained - uniquely in the investigation - a series of 
parallel seed or planting furrows some 0.06 to 
o.12m (2.5 to sin) deep (Fig 6, east end). These fea- 
tures were principally recorded in Trench 4, and 
also briefly to the south; their overall length was 
about 9.om (3oft). 

There were also two linear clay bases, running east- 
west across Trench 3 and northwards from Trench 
9 - and probably forming a corner to the northeast. 
These sealed earlier features, although there is no 
direct relationship with the developments noted 
above. 

Just to the west of the robbed dividing wall there 
were ten circular clay bases. Six lay in a fairly 
evenly spaced line, to the north of the central east- 
west path and parallel with the wall. Two further 
bases were offset to the west, and there were two 
more to the south of the path. These features were 
of fairly uniform size and depth, about 1.2m (qft) 
in diameter and some 0.1 to o.Isrn (4 to 6in) deep 
(Fig. 7). 
Intrinsic similarity and location suggest that the 
bases formed parts of a single event. In three cases 

Fig. 7: half-sectioned clay base in Trench 9 
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they also post-date probable earlier garden fea- 
tures, and several contained finds dating to 1720 or 
later. 

In the southwest corner of the site there were what 
appear to be three large bedding pits, more or less 
equally spaced on an east-west line. Pottery sug- 
gests a date of at least 1720; the alignment also 
differs slightly to that of earlier features. 

Environmental evidence 
A number of samples were taken, principally from 
within the historic garden. However, the well- 
drained and fairly acidic soil did not favour pres- 
ervation; examination produced no more than a 
few fragments of bone and charcoal and several 
garden snails. Some bone was also recovered by 
hand, again relatively fragmentary and limited to 
common domesticated animals. 

The end of the historic garden 
Overlying the garden was a deposit of quite uni- 
formly graded topsoil/subsoil, about o.5m (zoin) 
thick, which produced finds dating to between 
1750 and 1900. It is likely that the whole area had 
been put to turf, in a single event which sealed the 
historic garden. Several factors indicate that this 
took place about 1740: 

The dating evidence from the garden. Soil hori- 
zons were of limited value, with much material 
pre-1700. However, there were several phases of 
development, and some secondary features date 
from at least the 1720s. 

A change in garden design is clearly denoted by the 
robbing of the north-south dividing wall. This is 
approximately dated to the mid 18th century, and 
would seem to be contemporary with the demise 
of the garden, in that both garden features and 
robbing are overlain by the same deposit. 

Some dating evidence was obtained from the inter- 

face of historic garden and overlying deposits. 
This indicates a date shortly before the mid 18th 
century; an apparently subsequent feature has also 
been dated to c 1750. 

The disappearance of thegarden in the 1740s would 
fit  with a contemporary change in ideas. This may 
be summarised as a new fashion for naturalised 
and more open gardens, which rapidly displaced 
the concept of formal design; the results were 
usually drastic and, at least in southern England, 
almost universal. 

Conclusion 
The finds from Chester House included both 
prehistoric and early medieval material. These 
groups, although largely residual, form valuable 
additions to the corpus of evidence for early settle- 
ment. This is particularly true of the medieval 
pottery, when set against the background of other 
recent work. 

The main finding of the investigation was un- 
doubtedly the historic garden. This is complemen- 
tary to the history of Chester House; it also con- 
tributes to the wider knowledge of gardens, much 
of it from documentary sources. The garden falls 
at a significant point, in the final phase of formal 
design which followed the Restoration, and shortly 
before the major changes of the mid 18th century. 
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Annual Lecture and Meeting 

THE ANNUAL Lecture and Meeting of the Lon- of officers and the election to the Publication Com- 
don Archaeologist will be held a t  7 p.m. on Tuesday mittee of the six local society representatives, whose 
17th May in the Lecture Theatre of the Institute of nominations should be made to to the Chairman, c/o 
Archaeology, 31-34 Gordon Square, London WCI. The 7 Coalecroft Road, SWIS ~ L W .  Local societies are in- 
speaker will be announced in the next issue. Before vited to send one representative with voting powers; 
the lecture, the annual reports and accounts will be subscribers and their friends will also be welcome. 
presented. The proceedings will include the election Refreshments will be served from 6.30 p.m. 


