Pig. I: recording the blocked-in doorway in the south wall.

St Vedast church rediscovered
Gustav Milne
Andrew Reynolds
PART OF THE church of St Vedast, Foster Lane, Arras in France who died in AD 540 is unusual, and
which pre-dates the Great Fire of 1666, has recently was obscure enough for Londoners to misunderbeen revealed during stone cleaning work, and the stand. The name seems to have been readily transremains were recorded by a team from the Insti- muted to St Fauster or St Foster, a preference
tute of Archaeology, University College London. which even John Stow adopts in his carefullyThis report describes the discovery and attempts to researched survey of late 16th-century Londonz,
set it in its context, showing the value of such and is still used as the name of the lane in which the
exercises in the archaeological recording of stand- church now stands. By way of further complicaing buildings1.
tion, it is also known in some documents as the
even rarer St Amand and even St Vedast and St
The Church of St Vedast
The church stands close to the junction of Foster Amand3. It has been suggested that its foundation
Lane (TQ 3220 8127) and Cheapside in the City of may be connected with Flemish merchants workLondon (Fig. 2). The dedication to a bishop of ing or living in London+.
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ices to the rebuilding of LondonIo.The body of the
new church of St Vedast was completed in 1701,
while William Dickinson supervised the construction of the spire, which was added in 1709-1712". The
church was bombed on 29th December 1940 but
was rebuilt yet again, this time to a design by the
architect Stephen Dykes-Bower, which was completed in 1963.
W a l l Recording, 1992-3
Remarkably, part of the pre-Great Fire building
survived the Fire, the Blitz and the all subsequent
reconstructions and is still incorporated in the fabric of the present church. The recent programme of
stone-cleaning and repointing work on the external
Fires a n d R e c o n s t r u c t i o n s
face of the south wall has now revealed part of the
Although it was damaged in the Great Fire of 1666, late-15th to 16th-century church which previously
examination of the stonework initially suggested had been obscured by grime. Archaeologists from
that the shell was sound enough to be repaired the Institute of Archaeology, University College
rather than rebuilt. After a hurried restoration London began drawing a detailed elevation of the
programme in 1670-3 which cost the parish £1,300,
south wall while the scaffolding was still in place in
St Vedast was one of the first of the burnt churches November 1992, and completed their records in
to become operative again after the Fire. Just 20 January 1993. The project was directed by the auyears later, however, a petition to rebuild the thors for University College, and the records will
'decayed and tottering' church was made to the be presented to the Museum of London archive,
Bishop, and the new work began in 1695 to a design under the site code svcgz.
by Sir Christopher Wren, under the direction of
the Oxfordshire stonemason Edward Strong. In T h e re-Great F i r e C h u r c h (Figs. 3 & 4)
1680 he had been made a freeman of the City, like The eatures exposed after stone cleaning included
his older brother Thomas, in recognition of serv- a substantial section of wall 3m of t) high comprising dressed ragscone rubble
laid in courses (Fig 3b, Context 3).Into it a doorway with
Caen stone jambs had been
set (Context4),of which only
the western half survived.
The head of the door incorporated moulded stones of
late medieval type. The doorway had been blocked using
a variety of stone including
fragments of Purbeck marble, perhaps from earlier

The earliest surviving documentary record of the
church is in 117@,while other written references
reveal details of the building itself. There was a
chapel of St Thomas on the north side of the
church in 1427~for example, and a chapel to St
Dunstan was built in 15097. Since goldsmiths, sheriffs and aldermen were buried there8,it may have
been well-endowed in the later medieval period.
Indeed, Stow describes it in the 1590's as 'a fair
church lately new built's: this presumably refers to
the reconstruction of 1519. Another pre-Great Fire
modification is mentioned in 1614, when the Saddlers company contributed to repairs.
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Fig. 2: C i t y o f London, showing the position o f St Vedast church in relation t o the
medieval features such as the t o w n wall, St Pauls and the Tower.
(C. Milne)

Fig. 3: St Vedast church, south wall: (A) elevation, showing coursing; (B) contexts identified during recording of the wall.
(C Harward)

funerary monuments (Context S). The blocking
must have taken place before the building was
gutted in 1666,since traces of discolouration which
may represent that conflagration were visible on
the jambs as well as on the blocking.

Phases of Reconstruction
The west edge of the surviving wall did not butt
cleanly against the base of the 17th-century tower
(Context I). Instead a jagged line running from
pavement level to the top of the surviving wall
showed that the west end of the old church had
been ripped down to make space for the construction of the new tower, the base and core of which

were entirely composed of stonework reused from
the demolished walls. As such they represent a
cross section of the stone types, tooling and decoration which would have adorned the earlier building.
The east edge of the southern doorway did not
survive. Instead, the rebuilt wall (Context 9) had
been set back by o.3m ( ~ f tand
) extended eastwards
on an alignment which clearly diverged from that
of the base of the tower. In contrast to the western
section, the eastern part of the south wall was not
laid in regular courses, and incorporated much
reused stonework of a different type, some of
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which showed traces of burning. This material Topographical studies (Pig. 5 )
seems to have been derived from walls in which The pattern of construction encapsulated in the
flint had been prevalent, perhaps utilising the south wall can also help to explain how the adjadecorative chequerboard technique used in Lon- cent area outside the church developed. Of reldon churches since the 14th-century1=.
evance to such a study is a court case debated in
1427,
by the master and good men of the mistery of
The eastern end of the south wall at St Vedast
the
Saddlers
on the one hand and the rector and
therefore seems to represent a different phase of
parishioners
of
St Vedast on the other. This conreconstruction to that to the west. It was clearly
cerns
a
tenement
to the east of the church which
not designed to be seen and must have functioned
incorporated
a
stone
doorway giving access to
as a party wall, showing that the other buildings
Foster
Lane,
but
on
the
south side of the churchs.
were constructed directly against the external face
This
shows
that
in
the
early
15th century, although
of the south aisle.
the area against the southern wall of the church
Thus only a relatively modest length of the early had not been built up, attempts were being made to
church was incorporated in the final rebuilding of infill that space. This process may well have been
the south wall. Indeed, to incorporate a 3m oft) completed by the early 17th-century, i.e. after the
section of masonry in a wall 26m (85ft)long might newly-discovered south door was constructed.
arguably be seen to create more structural problems than benefits. This shows that far more of the Sincethe late 17th-century Portland stone cladding
original south wall must therefore have been re- (Context 6) on the south wall did not extend down
tained in the initial late 17th-century reconstruc- to the contemporary ground level, it may be safely
tion, but that it was subsequently replaced.
assumed that the area against the south wall was
Schofield 'The Construction of Medieval and Tudor
Houses in London' ConstructionHistory 7 (1991)3-28.
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13.

Op cit f n 6,211-2.

Fig.4: part of the south wall showing plinth and blocked door. The medieval wall was pulled
down to the west (left) of the o.gm scale to construct the base of the tower in the 17th century.
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Pig. 5: the Portland stone cladding covered the west wall of St Vedast church fronting Foster Lane,
but not all the south wall, since that face had been obscured by buildings at that time.

subsequently infilled in the late 17th century. I t
was to remain so until the bomb-damaged buildings were cleared away in the post war reconstruction. As a consequence a section of wall is now
visible which, according to the designs for the late
17th-century church, was not intended to be exposed. As a consequence, fragments of the earlier
church which were rudely absorbed without embellishment in the later repair work are now on
public view. They provide a modest monument to
the early church of St Vedast and to the the lane
and buildings which grew up against its southern
wall, while showing graphically how Wren's 17thcentury churches incorporate older foundations.

Behind the baroque facade
The discovery at St Vedast adds to a growing list of
late 17th-century City churches which are not all
they seem. Although 87 churches were burnt out in
14. G. Milne

The Great Fire of London (1986)120-4.
Op cit f n 10,124.
16. P. Herbert 'Excavations at Christchurch Greyfriars, 1976'
London Archaeol3 no. 12 (1979)327-32.
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the Great Fire, only51 were rebuilt a f t e r w a r d ~Of
.
those, some were thought to be not so badly damaged as to require complete rebuilding. In addition
to St Vedast, the churches of St Margaret Pattens,
Allhallows the Great and St Christopher-le-Stocks
are known to have undergone only relatively minor repairs before being pressed into service again1!.
The pre-Great Fire fabric was therefore initially
preserved in all of these examples, although St
Christopher's was subsequently demolished in 1782,
and Allhallows in the late 19th century. Other late
17th-century churches such as Christchurch
Greyfriars16, St Mary-le-Bow in Cheapside and St
Brides, Fleet Street17were all built directly over the
remains of the earlier foundations, and thus accurately encapsulate part of the medieval townscape,
while some such as St Mary at HillB, St Martin's
Ludgate19and St Vedast also make use of upstand17. W. Grimes The Excavation of Roman and Medieval London
(1968)194-7.
18. R. Lea 'The Archaeology of Standing Buildings in the City
of London' Popular Archue016 no. 14(1986)22-4
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ing masonry from the previous buildings. Such
was the shortage of building stone in London after
the Great Fire that all reusable materials from
churches (and secular structures) which were not
themselves rebuilt were readily recycled in those
which were. Thus it can be confidently claimed
that further fragments of London's ancient buildings survived Fire and the Blitz, but remain masked
within thecore and foundations of Wren's churches:
they await discovery, perhaps when walls are
cleaned, replastered or repaired, or when neighbouring buildings are demolished.
A similar picture has emerged in other London
churches which were not themselves touched by
the Great Fire. A prime example is the recent work
at Westminster Abbey, where careful recording by
Tim Tatton Brown has shown that the lower c Ijm
(50 foot) of the two west towers rebuilt to a design
by Nicholas Hawksmoor in the 18th century still
incorporate substantial sections of the 12th-cen19.

tury church which had previously been thought to
have been rebuilt in the late medieval period. The
search for London'spast theref ore continues above
as well as below the ground.
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material continues three nights a week. Enquiries
to S.L.A.S., c/o Cuming Museum, 155 Walworth
Road, s~17(071-703 3324).
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Archaeological News(ro issuesayear).Itgivesdetailsof
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