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Introduction

The recent MoLAS publication on the London 

Charterhouse1 draws attention once again to the 
great conduit which used to stand in the middle of 
the cloister garth of the Carthusian monastery 
which occupied the site until its suppression in 
1537. It is known from its depiction on a 15th-
century copy of a plan of the water supply in the 

monastery (Fig. 1).2 The supply is thought to date 
back to 1430 when John Ferriby and his wife, 
Margery, gave the monks land in Islington 

containing springs. Agreement was reached with 
both the nearby Hospital of St John and the 
Convent of Blessed Mary of Clerkenwell for 

water pipes to be laid across their lands.3

Much of the area of the garth, now referred to as 
The Green, appears to have continued as a 
grassed open space since the suppression. It was 
owned by Charterhouse School from the early 
17th century until 1872. This part of the site was 
then occupied by Merchant Taylors’ School until 
1933, when it was sold to the Medical College of 
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Fig. 1: copy of part of the plan of the water supply to the monastery (from Harrison 1902)
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St Bartholomew’s Hospital (interestingly, St 
Bartholomew’s Hospital had originally owned the 
land before the monastery). The Green is 
surrounded by buildings of the Medical College on 
three sides and by The Charterhouse on the south 
side. The College constructed an underground (cut 
and cover) walkway across the former garth to 
connect buildings on the east and west sides, but 
there are no records of any archaeological 
findings.

The water supply

A sketch of the great conduit of the monastery can 

be seen in Fig. 1. Archaeological excavation4 
indicates that most of the piping of the supply was 
robbed out after the dissolution. However, a 
section of lead piping was revealed at a depth of 

1.4m, aligned north-south, in a cell on the north 
side of the garth during a watching brief in 1990. 
This seemed to be the main pipe to the conduit 
as shown on the plan. A resistivity survey in the 

Green5 in 1997 located an anomaly which it was 
thought might represent a trench dug to rob the 
foundation of the great conduit. However, this 
would locate the conduit just to the south-east of 
the centre of the great cloister, which does not 
match the position as shown on the plan and also 
extrapolated from the direction of the lead piping 

found to the north.6

The “crop marks”

I report here on observations on a series of aerial 
photographs of the Charterhouse site taken c. 
1995. They show distinctly an octagonal pattern 

Fig. 2: aerial view of the Charterhouse site showing the crop marks on The Green (centre) and the buried 
path crossing Charterhouse Square
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of what appear to be crop marks surrounding a 
central mark (Fig. 2). Nothing is observable on 
the ground or from a nearby sixth-floor window. 
A resistivity survey across the site was carried out 
in March 2000 by the Hendon and District 
Archaeological Society directed by Brian 
Wrigley, but no significant anomalies were 
detected. The symmetry and size of the marks 
seem to rule out the possibility of them being 
caused by some temporary covering. It is 
significant that the line of an old buried path 
crossing the nearby Charterhouse Square 
diagonally can also be seen in the photograph.

Measurements

By comparing measured distances on the 
photographs and known distances on the ground 
(along the same axis) the position and size of the 
marks can be approximately deduced. The centre 
of the octagonal pattern is 43.7±1m from the front 
wall of the cells on the western side and 58.3±1m 
from those on the eastern side (which still 
partially exists). The position on the north-south 
axis is less easy to assess, but using the position 
of the still extant doorway of cell T on the east 
side and measurements in the MoLAS publication 
it is estimated that the centre mark is some 
51.5±2m from the line of the south wall. This 
places the centre of the great conduit about 9.5m 
north-west of the middle of the cloister and about 
5m south-west of the extrapolated position in the 
MoLAS monograph (Fig. 3). The diagonal of the 
octagonal pattern is 12.8±1m. The outer marks 
appear rectangular with a long axis of c. 2m. The 
central mark appears square with sides of c. 1.5m.

Discussion

The shape and position of the marks strongly 
suggests that they were caused by underlying 
remains of the foundations of the great conduit. It 

Fig. 3: map of the site showing the position of the 
crop marks within the former great cloister
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is generally described7 as an octagonal structure 
(which would agree with the crop marks), with a 
stone base, timber superstructure and pyramidal 
roof. The view on the plan appears more six-sided 
but this could be due to “artistic licence”, and 
fragments of an octagonal stone structure were 
exposed in 1900 in the centre of the great cloister 

at the sister house of Mount Grace, Yorkshire.8
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