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PREFACE

In Movember 1985 the Shrewshbuwry Heritage Froject began excavation
in the south-west corner of the precinct of Shrewsbury Abbey, in
advance of the proposed re—development involving much bof the
gurrounding area. /& research design (hereafter referred to as SHF
1), produced in January 1786 outlined the known archasology of
the Abbey and its surroundings, and summarised the known esxtent
and preservation of archaeological deposits. These were assessed
in terms of the Proiect’ s general research goals: to investigate
the form and development of the Abbey and its role in the growth
of the medieval town. It was felt that these targsts could best
be achieved by excavation within and outside the monastery’'s
outer court, and by sampling of the adicining suburb.

Development plans for the superstore, hotel and flats are not
yet detailed enough to permit a detailed assessment of excavation
required within the precinct. However proposals for the EMGLISH
BRIDGE GYRATORY SY¥STEM, (& road system) have now reached an
advanced stage allowing a more detailed strategy T or

archaenlogical goals and work to be formulated for the suburbs
and monastic fringe.
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1. INTRODUCTIDN

The monastie precinct was cited on the tip of a gravel spur,
projecting into the alluvial zone arcund the junction of the Rea
Brogk and the River Severn, at a natural crossing point and focus
of communications (fig 1). The mbonastery, founded between 1083
and 1087, took over a site that was already bocoupied: by a church

with sgome parochial functions, including burialj; By the
‘homestead” of a late Saxen landowner, probably with watermills
attached; and possibly by a domestic suburbanm settlement.

Excavations currently in progress (the fusen anne House site)
have recovered late Saxon Stafford-type ware from a residual
rcontext on the southern edge of the gravel spur.

To the west of the precinct, the Rea Breok split into  two
streams around Coleham Island, which is known +to bave been
saettled by the eparly 13th century. The alluvial zone to the south
of the precinct was explaited and adapted within the monastic
periocd by the cutting of a mill-stream and fishponds; the
precinct can now be shown to have been encroaching into this zone
throughout the Middle Aoes, with the constructicn of new

buildings and terraces expanding the dry, habitable ares
southwards (see Appendix 1).

2. _THE_THREAT

The course of the road scheme, referred to az English Bridge
Oyratory System III is shown in fig 2. The proposed road level
will drop from the existing ground level at the Junction with
Coleham Head to the west,; and Abbey Foregate on the north, to a
maximum depth of 2.7m below existing ground level under. the
railway viaduct. Thres types of foundations are to be used at
differing points on the road system’'s line:

i) Pressurised jet grouting, uwunder the archasologically dead
area of the railway viaduct

i1 "Vibro-replacement’ under the course of the road to the east
of the viaduct, and up to 20m to the west of the viaduct.
This technigue will demand the sinking of stone columns, on
a 2.2m grid, inte natural ground. All non—natural deposits
will thus be sericusly damaged and rendered permanently
inmaccessible. Hard structures will be destroved.

iii} Conventional cut and backfilled foundations will completes
the western section of the road. These will demand the
excavation and replacement of deposits to a depth of c. 1m
below proposed road surface, ie. total destruction of
deposits from 1lm deep on the west {(Coleham Head) to 2m deep
to the eazt (United Reformed Church car-park). Drains will
be installed on each side of the proposaed road at a slightly
lower level than the foundations. In addition the removel of
any soft—-pockets below these depihs is eupecied.
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The area under threat by the Gyratory Bystem is low-lying ground,
within 1%0 metres of the Severn, diszsected by natural and
artificial water-courses; ground-water has been encountered at
depths af 1.4m to 3,.2m below the s=surface. The underlying

‘matural’ is a brown silty-clay, with some signs of superficial
deposits of gravel. Information on the gresence, extent, and
condition of archaesological deposits in the area comez  from

three sources: the current excavations of the Bueen Arne  Houss
area; boreholes undertaken for Shropshire County Councili and an
archasological record of a trial trench dug at the scuth-west
corner of the '0Old Infirmary’ bulding.

Current excavations in the Bueen Anne Houss area have defined
the edge of the gravel spur in the precinct area, with stratified
archaeclogical deposits seen to dats, to a depth of 3m below the
present ground surface, giving way to lower ground in the south
whare deppsits in excess of 4m have been encountered, with
waterlogging and preservation of organic material from Z.5m below

surface level. it iz likely that such conditions will apply to
sites excavated in the area of the mill.

Trial trenching {Watson 1285 and borehples (fig 2) indicate
that the bed of the northern channel of the Rea Brook is between
Im and Sm below present ground suwrface, largely backfilled with
1%th century rubble for construction of the railway viaduct.

Ground conditionzs in the Coleham Island area are less  well
known. Soil dezcriptions in the borehocle records ars
archasclogically ambiguous: a borehole in the forecourt of GBevern
Villa encountered a Filled cellar with a thin deposit of
uncertain origin overlying ‘natural’ at 2,.17m; & test-hole
bheneath the cellar in Severn Villa produced green silt, possibly
fill within a cut featursy; a borehble in the United Reformed
Chuwrch  car—park close to the back garden of Gevern Villa showed
archaeclogical deposits from 1.5m to Z.2m below present ground
level ({silty tlays and arganiec clays). Excavation has recently
commenced in the back garden of Bevern ¥illz, and garly results

=

indicate a deep, densely stratified sequence of yvard deposits.

4. EXCAVATION FPOLICY

4.1 Introduction

Three areas have been celected for contreollied excavation, on the
basis of the predicted swrvival and character of archaeclogical
deposits, and as presenting the hest opportunity, within the
framework of the current development proposals, for achieving the
project ‘s gensral research goals of understanding the &bbey as an
element within the growing medievs! town. Thess arexs are:



i} The westaern elevation of the "Infirmary’ block (previously
Mossrs. GBoode and Daviss.

11} The mill area {(currently within the A. Bertram FEdwards
timber wvardl.

iii) Qevern Villa

i ot

i=s proposed that excavation should take place in thezse sreas,
he prerieded where necessary by trial trenching of deposits.
Begquences  and profiles in these locations will be linked by
watching briefs and soms trial trenching, during and befora road
construction,

el

4.2 The infirmary arsa - {(Goode and Davis)
18tk and 12tk century illustrations and plans show  that  the
Puilding Ynown as "The Old Infirmary’ i=s merely the souwthern gart

U -
Lz

precinct s outer court. 6 building similar In appearance

of a womplex of buildings defiiniag the western stide of  the
o ey

infirmary lay to the north, on the strseb frontage, with a threo
story  bBultiressed bwilding in betwesn. The western elevation  of
thia compilex was pierced by an arcade of six arches at extsrnal
ground  level, leading to a hargd-standing on the edges of the

narthern: arm of the Hea Brook i+i1g 1, 37. It is likely that the
hard-standing fuctionaed as a waterfront, with the arcade giving
access  to storage facllitiss &t undercroft level withio the
Buildings of the outer court. & recent interpretation ot the “0ld
Infirmary”’ as a gatehouse {cee below) adds to the picture of the
wastern complex of bulldings in the Duter Couwrt as a channel of
communicationse hetween the precinct and the ocutside world, and
has 1implications for the arrangement of the mill area to the
=atth.

It is proposed that excavation takes place i this area (g
investigate waterfront structures along the infirmary elevatian
and to sample the northern channel of the Rea Brook. & more
precise strategy will be designed on the basis of two machinesd
tast trenches, following demolition of standing 20th  century
huildings. .

4.5 The_Mill _Area - {A. Bertram Edwards)

The Abhbey Mill, the lowest of the water-mills along the 2km long
artificial Mill Stream, probably stood at the south-west Corner
of  the monastic precinct, on or near the site occupied by &
timber—framed mill of 16th—17th century character (kriown fraom
18th century illustrations), and a brick-built replacement which
burnt down in 17056,

&




The mill was ariginally driven directly by the mill-stream
flowing along the sputhern edge of the precinct:y later the two
fAbbey fishponds toc the south were jolned together (between 1744
and 1825} and the resulting fAbbhey Fool was used 25 & mill pond.

The waste walsr from the mill flowsd into the northern channel
ot  the Rea Bronk. This waz fruncated in C. 1770 whern English
Bridge was builk, the Monke Bridge demclished and the watercoursc
under it Ffililled in. With the construcktion of a railway viaduct in
the 18850°'s, the rewmain swection of the northern arm was
intilled, and watsr {rom the mi1ll divectod into a rnew channel to
the west aof the viaduct, flowing zouvth o the surviving FRes
channel . (see fig 43.
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Excavation on and sround the site of The post-dissolution Abbey
mill iz likely Lo be able to btest the hypodhesis that the Abhey,
which derived a suhstantial incoms +rom milling within  thres
vears of ite foundaticon, btook gver esiziing, working, mill=z that

formed a part, possibly an impor tant part, of the pre-Conguest

"Momestead’ on the bank of thes Moole. The Rea oFf Mecle Brook was

an  intensively sxploiied milling stream throughout the mediaval

and post-medisval periods and ocwnership of 1ts lower reaches must

have been a considerahle s ty it may be that the Obhbey’'s
1 monopol

acgulicition of a feuda
: .

v of milling inm  the ares did
little more than -

Aand geographic status—guo.

It has recently been zsugge
gince Uwen and Blakeway s weiting as “the Sld Infirmary’ was, 1in
fact, a gatehouse (sse flig i} with th# broad arch In the south
wall giving acocess to the mill and fishpends. I+ true, this
attractive hypothesis wouid proavide an extensively-paraslleled
context for the mill: situated on o causewsy giving access from
the ‘gatehouse” to  the area to the zouth, also acting as &
harrier between the Rea broock and the fishponds. One of the
nprodject 's principal research aims is to determine the chronology
ot the Abbey’'s wmain capital investments, particularly 1ts
hydraulic engineering. Excavaticon on and to the south of the mill
arsa, on the course of the Gyratory System, would be able to
g#stablish the existence,; and ke, of such a featuwre, and also
of fers the possibility (o8 seal ed waterlogged deposits
incarporating both envirwnmental material and timberwork.

¢ that the dullding kEndwn
T

The sugaestion of the srxistence of a north—scuth  cagszway
aleng the east bank of the Rea Brook, as described above, 1s not
new. Earlier study of this area {2} soughit an explanation for the
abrupt right-angled westwards bend in the street af 0lId Coleham,
to  the south {(ses fig &)Y, in the possible btruncation of & pre-—
Conguest causewayed road across the Rea floodplain. The most
likely context Ffor this would be the raplacement of existing
fords by the Stone, Honk's and Coleham bridges, probably before
1121, by the Abbey. This construction programme would have
snabled the Abbey to control and receive tollis from tratfic
travelling to or through Shrewshury from the Midlands and  the




Severn Yalley route, via fAbbey Foregate, and from the Hereford-
Ludlow—-Stretton Gap routs, via 0ld Coleham. It may also have
erncowraged the expansion of the pre-LConqguest riverine suburban
settlement zone 100 metres westwards to include Colegham Island.

he precisc edtent and natwe of the swwviviog structures  and
depowsits i the mill “za cannct be preglicted on the available
information with grecistiny o ceFialoty. 71 15 proposed btherefors

that the excavation braadly tonoentrates on the site of the post-
dissaglution mills and the areza immediately to the souwth, and that
& more precise forauvwiation of excavation strategy depend upon the
results of initilal machine st-ipping and tremching of the site.
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Excavation commenced in the back garden of Severn Viila in  July
1784, and has two principatl aims. The first i1s to explore  the
date, character and intensity of medicval ccocupation on the sita

and, in particular, to rdentify itndustkrial activity. The extent
of cetilement ot this aresa by the cloth—Ffinishing trades is
uncertain: the list of occcugations cited above includes two cloth
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= e 1wland, and there was certainly & demand in
the 13th century and 1
wat

i
later, Afrom these trades for tenements with

The Abbesy Foregate - Coleham area, and the isliand in
particular, are notoriocusly liable te +lopding and  serlious
inundations have been regulsvly recorded since the 16th  centurv.

fily orobable that settlement and communications on the

always been accompanied by rfeclamzstion, and by

-aise ground-levels, and the current excavations are
t thi

-=zot this. Excavation in thz back gorden will be
a trial area in the front—+orecourt on the Colsham
o) by trial trenches on the line of the Gyratory

cast (subject to agreement with the United Reformed

by & watching brief on the road construction. These
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0. _fAckoowl edaenents

Shrewsbury Heritage Project are grateful to the County Survevor,
Shropshire County Council, For providing the information on  the
English Bridge BGyratory System III.



Excavations _at the Bueen Anne House site — summary.

Excavation commenced in the back garden of Busen Anne House in
late HNovember 1985 and is econtinuwing at the present time. The
site is situated in  the south west corner of the monastic
precinct. The water—-table was encountered at 2-2.6m below present
ground surface and the deepest deposits sg far uncovered are C.
3.2m below ground swurtace. Freliminary results are as follows:

Fhase__1: The earliest feature recoversd is that of a short
stretch of sandstone wall (c. 4m in lenigth and standing to a
height of 1.78m) running east to west. This is interpreted as an
2arly precinct wall! of the monastery, marking the boundary
between the high ground of the precinct and the lower area around
fishponds to the south. Dating of the wall is uncertain although

deposits wvet +to be excavatsd are expected to provide firm
evidence.

Fhass__2: At some stage in the 14-15th rentwies, the precinct
wall wazs demolished and replaced by a sandstone building  {c.
11.8m by 2.9m, and surviving to a height of c. Z.1m). FPreparation
for the building included the cutting of a terrace into the
zloping ground at the edge of the precinct. The lower level of
the building was immediately bhack¥illed, both to give stability,
ard also, ag the building was close tp the water—table, to avoid
fionding. The building thus proiected from the high ground of the
precinct out inte the lower damper area o the south. The
function of the building is unclear, although its location in the
wzstern arsa  would suggest 2 likely "public’ function; 1t was
certainiy of more than one storey and was probably heated.

The building has a seriss of associated vard deposits to the
north, and a low wall running from the north west corner of L{he
Building is likely to have beesn a second phases of precinct wall
and 1+ its gpresent line is projected it could been s=en as
filling the gap betwesn this building and the mill or "Infirmary’
building. This wall is assocciated with the base of a garderobe,
diecharging into the lower area to the west of the building.
Futher excavation to the south of the building suggests the
presence of a large infilled water—channel.

The building survived until the dissolution (1540), some tims

after which it was comprehensively demolished to the contemporary
ground level.

the building of Gueen Anne Houss in the 1700°'s, the area was used

for & tanning industry,; indicated by 8 seriez of <clay and
sandstsne lined pits.



Phase__4: The construction of Busen &nne House is combined with
futher modification of the ground levels. The low wet area
towards the west o©of the cite was backfilled, and the site
levelled to prepare it for a tormally laid cut garden.

Due to the waterlogging of a high percentage ot the
archaeological deposits, there has been & large guantity of
organic material to complement the more usual pottery and bone.
Leatherwork survives in the form of some two dozen shoes, a
scabbard,a pouch, and pther cbjects. Two small wooden bowls,
together with discarded and in situ structural wood have also
been recavered in guantity. Within the interior of the backfilled
bBuilding brushwood, seeds, and grain.

The pottery includes a large guantity of post medieval  and
medieval sherds, and notasbhly 2 small guantity of Stafford-tvpe
ware has been recovered in residual contexts.

X



Appendix 3.

Gyratory timings

Al though recultcs +rom

trial—trenches

may

lead to sSome

modification,the timings for the three areas earmarked for full

gxcavation are as follows:

Sita Duration Start Finish
Sever;_villa o 4 months Euly 1984 Movember 1986
Boode and Davis & months Nov. 1986 April 1987
Bertram Edwards & wmonths Jdan. 1987 July 1987

It s=should be noted that at present archasoclogical deposits on
bothh the mill and the Infirmary areas have not been fully defined

and that this may have an eff=ct on the

duration

of excavation.

In addition start dates for the latter sites are dependent upon

the re-siting of the present tenants,

and

the removal of

buildings. Delayz %o these will push back start datez and the

sverall program.



" SHREWSBURY ABBEY

1 ‘THE OLD INFIRMARY'

2 EXCAVATION 19856
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FIG 1: The Abbey and its Surroundings
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SHREWSBURY ABBEY

'OLD INFIRMARY "QUTLINE RECONSTRUCTION
OF WESTERN ELEVATION. '

¢ The ‘Infirmary’ Block: West Elevation

A-A Ground Level 1986
B-B Proposed Level For Gyratory Road
Surviving Masonry
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SHREWSBURY ABBEY':
THE MILL AREA.

1 John Roques Map 1746
2 Owen and Blakeway 1825
~ 3 Auction Prospectus Plan 1855

4 1% Edition Ordnance Survey 1882

5 The Area in 1986
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FIG 4: The Mill Area:

Historical Sequence Map




FIG S5 Coleham Island: Detail from the Burghliey Map ¢. 15735



SHREWSBURY ABBEY AND ITS SUBURBS.

! The'Qld Infirmary”
2 Excavation 1985-6
3 The Abbey Church
4 The Trill Mill
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S. SNrewshury ABbey and its Suburbs





