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In November 1985 t he Sh r ews bur y He ritage Proj e ct began e x cavation 
in t he south - west corne r of the precinct of Shrewsbury Abbey in 
a d vance o f t h e p ropos ed re- d e velopment of much of the surrounding 
a r ea . A general r esearch d esi gn was produced in January 1986, and 
h as recen tly b e en r ev i sed. Th is o utlines the known archaeology of 
t h e Ab bey a nd it s s urr o undings, and summarised the known e x tent 
a nd preservati o n o f a r c haeological deposit s . These were assessed 
in of t he Pr oject 's general res earch goals: the 
invest i g ation of the form, deve lopment and economy of the Abbey, 
a n d 1 ts ro l e i n t h e growth of the me diev al town. It was felt that 
t h ese targ e t s can be s t be achieved by e x cavat i on within and around 
the mo nastery' s o ut e r court. 

Detailed deve lopme n t plans for the superstore, hotel and other 
bu i ld i n gs , a nd t h e treatment of the ' old infirmary ' are still not 
s uffi c1ent ly detail e d to a llow a full assessment of the 
a r c h aeologica l resp o n se r equi r ed within the former precinct. 
Ho wever. pro p osal s f o r t h e Eng lish Bridge Gyratory System road 
sc he me ar e s uf f i cientl y a d van ced t o allow the formulation of a 
mor e detail e d arc h aeo logica l r esponse to the threatened sites on 
the western per 1 p h ery of th e mon astery. 

Th is doc ume nt t ogethe r with the Shr e ws bury Heritage Project 
research design h as b een s ub s t a nti a lly revi sed due to changes in 
t h e u nd erstand i n g of th e western periphery o f the monastery and 
it also 1 n cor porate s sign if i cant a lte rat i o n s in the e x cavation 
t im1ngs due to a major d e l ay in access to the A. Bertram Edwards 
s i te for rescue excavat i on. 
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The mon astic precinct was s ited on the tip of a gravel spur, 
praJNCtlnQ into tha alluvial around th& Junction of the R•a 
Brook and the Ri v e r Severn, at a natural c rossing point and focus 
of communication s . The mo nastery, founded between 1083 and 1087, 
took over a site t h at was already occupied: b y a church with some 
p a rochial functions , including burial; b y the ' homestead ' of a 
late Sax on land o wner , probab l y with watermills attached; and 
poss 1bl y b y a domesti c suburban settlement. Excavations recently 
c on c luded <the Queen Anne House site> hav e recovered late Sax on 
Stafford-type ware from a residual contex t the southern edge 
of t h e gravel spur . 

To west o f the prec inc t, the Rea Brook split into two 
streams around Coleham Isl a nd, which is known to have been 
settled b y the early 13 th century. The alluvial zone to the south 
of the precinc t was e x ploi ted and adapted within the monastic 
period b y the c utting of a mill - strea m and fishponds; the 
pre c1 nc t can now be shown to have been encroaching into this zor.e 
t hr o ughou t the Middle Ages , with the con struction of . new 
building s and t er r aces expanding the dry, habitable area 
southwards ( s ee rev i sed Abbey Research Design>. 

The cour se of t he r oad scheme , referred to as English Bridge 
Gyr a t ory System III i s s hown in the attached plan. The proposed 
road surface w1ll drop from the existing ground level at the 
JUnction with Col e ham Head to the west, and Abbey Foregate on the 
north, to a ma x imum depth of 2 . 7m below e x isting ground level 
under the railway viaduct . Th e road foundations have been revised 
1n t he past 3 months and will tak e the f orm of conventional cut 
and b ackfilled foundations demanding the excavation and 
replacement of d e posits to a depth of c. 2 . 5 m below proposed road 
surface. Drains will be installed on each side of the proposed 
road at a s lightl y l o wer level than the foundations. In addition 
the r e mova l of soft-pockets below these depths may occur . 

Th e a r ea under threat b y the Gyratory System is low-lying ground, 
within 150 met res of the Severn, dissected by natural and 
art1ficial wat er-courses; ground-wa ter has been encountered at 
depth s of 1 . 4m to 3 . 2 m below the surface . The underlying 
' n atural ' 1s a brown s ilty-c lay, with some signs of superficial 
deposits of gravel . Information on the presence, e x tent, and 
con dition of arc h aeo logi ca l deposits in bhe area comes from 
three sources : the current e x cavations o f Queen Anne House 
area : boreholes u ndertak e n f or Shr o pshire County Council; a nd an 

record of a trial tren c h dug at the south - west 
corner of the ' Old Infirmar y ' bulding. 



The recent excavations in the Queen Anne House area have 
defined the e dge of the gravel spur in the precinct area, with 
stratif1ed archaeological deposits to a depth of 3 m below the 
present groun d surface with waterlogging and preservation of 
organ1 c material from 2 .5m below surface level. It is li kel y that 
such c ond1tions will apply to sites e x cavated in the area of the 
mill . 

Trial trenching (Watson 1985) and boreholes indicate that the 
bed of the northern channel of the Rea Brook is between 3 m and 5m 
below present ground surface, largely backfilled with 19th 
century rubble for c onstruction of the railway viaduct. 

Ground con di tions in the Coleham Island area are less well 
kn o wn. Soil descriptions in the borehole records are 
a rchaeologically ambiguous : a borehole in the forecourt of Severn 
Villa encountered a filled cellar with a thin deposit of 
uncertain origin over l ying ' natural· at 2. 17m; a test-hole 
beneath the cellar in Severn Villa green silt, possibly 
fi ll within a cut feature; a borehole in the United Reformed 
Church car - park close to the b ack garden of Severn Villa showed 
archaeolog1cal deposits from 1.5m to 3 . 2m below present ground 
level (silty clays and organic c lays). Excavation in the back 
garden of Severn encountered steri l e river silt at a depth 
of metres. 

Three areas were selected for controlled excavation, on the basis 
of the predicted surv 1 val a nd character of archaeological 
deposits, and as presenting the best opportunity, within the 
framework of the current development proposals, for achieving the 
project ' s general research goals of understanding the Abbey as an 
element within the growing medi eval town. These areas were: 

i> The western elevation of the ' Infirmary ' block 
Messr s. Good e and Davis). 

(currently 

li) Th e mill area (currently with1n the A. 
t1mber yard) . 

Bertram Edwards 

1ii> Sever n Villa 

Sequences and prof1les in these location s Will be linked by 
watching briefs and some trial trenching , and before road 
construc tion. 



(Geode and Davis) 

18th and 19th c entury illustrations and plans show that the 
building known as ' The Old Infi rmary ' is merel y the southern part 
of a comp lex of buildings defining the western side of the 
precinct ' s outer court . A building similar in appearance to the 
infirmary lay to the north, on the street frontage, with a three 
story buttressed building in between. The western elevation of 
th1s complex was pierced by an arcade of si x arches at e x ternal 
ground leve l , l eading to a hard - standing on the edge of the 
northern arm of the Rea Brook. It is likely that the hard­
standing fuctioned as a waterfront, with the arcade giving access 
to storage fac ilities at undercroft leve l within the buildings of 
the o uter c ourt. There is no documentary evidence for this 
function, other than an agreement reached between the Abbey and 
t h e town 1n 12 2 7 -38 whereby the Abbey could ·receive tolls from 
merchant s who come by way of the river and unloaded and sold 
the1r goods on the Abbey's land; the location is not specified. 

The aim of e xcavation in this area is to investigate the 
a nd structura l sequence of the ' Infirmary ' building as revealed 
b y t h e surv1vi ng western wall of the building together with 
r ema1ns of the buried to the north and associated 
deposit s . Thi s will be combined with limited investigation of the 
the noth e rn channel of the Rea Brook and any surviving waterfront 
structures in the area . 

Limited excavation has taken place outside the western gable 
end of the ' infirmary ' block <Geode and Davies 1987) and a deep 
sequence of post-medieval deposits revealed. The excavation 
however was limited by a number of constraints which have 
preven ted e x pos ure of the medieval deposits (see Appendi x 2 >. A 
prelimin a ry s tudy of the infirmary block ' s western elevation has 
suggested a c omplex sequence of additions and modifications 
dur i ng the b ui lding ' s lifetime . 

Rescue e x cavation of the portion of the gyratory to the 
north of the surviving infirmary block has been prevented by the 
pre s e nc e of a br ick-bu i lt shed still used by the A. Bertam 
Edwar d s wood yard. There is however a strong posGibility that much 
o f t h e infirmary block s ti l l remains beneath this building and 
o n ce thi s a r ea b ecomes ava ilable e x cavation is proposed as 
o u tl ine d in orang e o n the attac h ed s heet. As the gyratory system 
c ut s ac ross the sc h e duled monumeme nt area , rescue e x cavation is 
propo sed with1n this area although it will closely follow the 
eastern l i mit of the gyratory. 

<A. Bertr a m Edwards> 

Th e Abbey Mill, th e lowest of the water-mill s a l ong the 2km long 
artificial Mill S tr eam, probabl y stood at the south-west corner 
o f the monastic precinct, on or n ear the s ite by a 



t imber - framed mill of 16th-17th century character (known fr om 
18th century illustrations>, a nd a brick built replacement which 
ourn t down in 190 6. 

The mill was or1g1nally driven directly by 
f low1ng a l ong the southern e dge of the precinct; 
Abbey fishpon d s to the south were joined together 
a nd 1825 > and the resulting Abbey Pool was used as 

the mil l-stream 
later the two 
(between 1746 
a mill pond . 

The waste water from the mill flowed into the northern channel 
of the Rea Brook. This was truncated in c. 1770 when English 
Br idge wa s bu1lt, the Monks Bridge demolished and the watercou rse 
under it fi lled in. With the construction of a railway viaduct in 
t h e 1850 ' s, the remaining section of the . northern arm was 
1nf il l ed, a nd water from the mill directed into a new channel to 
t h e west of the viaduc t , flowing south to the surviving Rea 
c hannel. 

Excavation on and around the site of the post-Dissolution Abbey 
Mi ll is likely to be able to test the hypothesis that the Abbey, 
whi c h derived a s ub s tantial income from milling within three 
years of i t s foundation, took over existing, working, mills that 
f ormed a part , possiQly a n important part, of the pre- Conquest 
' homes t ead ' on the bank of th e Meole. The Rea or Meole Brook was 
a n i ntensivel y e xploited mill i ng stream throughout the medieval 
a nd post - medieval period s an d ownership of its lower reaches must 
have been a considerable asset; it may be that the Abbey ' s 
acquisition of a feudal monopo l y of milling in the area did 
l ittle more than to ratif y economi c and geographic status- quo. 

It has recently been suggested (1) that the south range of the 
build i ng known, from Owen and Blakeway ' s writings, as the 'Old 
Inf1 rmary ' was , i n fact, a gat e house with the broad arch in the 
sout h wall givi ng access to the mill and fishponds. If true, this 
attractive hypothesis would provide an extensively 
paralleled contex t for the mill: situated on a causeway giving 
access f rom the ' g atehouse ' to the area to tha south, and also 
act1ng as a barrier between the Rea Brook and the fishponds. One 
of t h e project's principal r ese a rch aims is to determine the 
c hronology of the Abbey ' s mai n capital investments, particularly 
i t s hydraulic engineeri ng. Exc avati on on and to the south of the 
mill a r ea , on t h e course of the Gyratory System, would allow the 
establishme nt of the ex1stence and date of such a feature, and 
a lso offers the possibility of sealed waterlogged deposits 
1 n corporati ng both environmental material and timberwork. 

The s uggested existenc e of a north- south causeway along the 
east ban k of th e Rea Brook is not new. Earlier study in this area 
(2) s ought an e x pl ana t ion for the abrupt right-angled westwards 
bend in t h e s treet of Old Co leham, to the sou.th of the precinct, 
in the possi ble truncation of a pre- Conquest causewayed road 
across the Rea floodplain. The most likely c ontex t for this would 
be t h e replacement of e x isti n g fords by the Stone, .Monk's and 
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Coleham br i dges by the Abbey, probably before 1121. The 
c onstruction programme would have enabled the Abbey to control 
a nd recei ve tolls from traffic travelling to or through 
Shrewsbury from the Midlands and the Severn Valley route, via 
Abbey Foregate, a nd from the Hereford - Ludlow-Stretton Gap route, 
v i a Old Coleham. It may also have encouraged the expansion of the 
p r e - Conque s t riverine suburban settlement zone 100 metres 
westward s to i n c lude Coleham Island. 

The precise e x tent a nd nature of the surviving structures and 
deposits in the mill area cannot be predicted on the available 
i nforma t i on with pr e cision o r certainty. It is proposed therefore 
t h a t the broadl y concentrates on the site of the post­
dissol u t ion mills and the area immediately to the south (see 
a tt a ched sheet), and that a more precise formulation of 
ex c a vation strategy will depend upon the results of initial 
ma ch i n e s tripping and trenching of the site. 

On e of the main goals of e x c avation in this area must, 
h owever, b e the linking of the mill sequence with the precinct 
wa ll r u nning s outhwards from the north east corner of the 'Old 
Infirmar y ' building (as seen by M.D. Watson in watching brief 
work in t h e area ). This, together with the need to understand the 
mill sequenc e in detail, will necessitate the excavation of not 
onl y th e area threa tened directly by the System, but 
a lso of the small but key linking area directl y to the north-east 
of the mill ( see southern hatched area on attached sheet). 
Although this falls within the scheduled area, it is felt that 
t his small area is li kely to be of crucial importance in linking 
t he threatened area t o the rest of the precinct and thus 
r ealising the potential of the mill area. 

1. P.J. Drur y pers. comm. 
2 . D.J. Pa nnett, pers. comm. 
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This s ite lies on Coleham Island, to the west of the Abbey 
precinct, towards the rear of the propery fronting Coleham Head. 
Thi s area was known to have been occupied by the mid 13th century 
b y s e v era l industrial tenement s . Trial excavation took place in 
J ul y 19 8 6 to a s sess deposits threatened by the gyratory road 
s ys tem at i t s j unction with the e x isting mai n road. Excavation in 
t he b a c k garden, the eastern part of the site, encountered sterile 
r i ver s ilt at a depth of l.Bm, sealed by a succession of 18th-
2 0 th c entury dumping layers an d yard surfaces. ·Trial excavation on 
t h e stree t frontage was halted at a depth of 1m below present 
g round surface ( the limit of the t hreat ) , the corner of a 19th 
c entury bri c k s tructure, pos sibly part of a forge, with associated 
ex terior surfaces having been uncovered. No pre-18th century 
deposits appear , therefore , to be threatened in this area. 
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Between December 1986 and April 1987 a Bm x 7m trench was 
o pene d in the s outh east corner of the f o rmer Geode and Davies 
yard, c . 3 m west o f the ' old infirmar y ' building. The aim of this 
t renc h was to l ocat e medieval deposits and e valuate their nature 
and potential for the reconstruction of the western periphery of 
t he monasti c precinct. The wor k was constrained by the condition 
o f the ' o ld infirmar y ' bu1lding, and to prevent damage to the 
bu ilding the e x cavations c losely followed limits defined by the 
e ngineering firm Ove Arup. These constraints did not allow the 
me di eval deposits to be contacted within the e x cavation area. 

Excavation has revealed a 2 m deep sequence of deposits of 18th 
-20t h centur y date . The earli est of these were a series of yard 
surfac e s in the north east area of the site, some of which 
c ontained material suggesting industrial activity. These surfaces 

bounde d to the west by one arm of the Rea Brook and to the 
s out h b y the o utflow from the brick-built •mill. These were 
de liberatel y backfill e d prior to the of the railway 
v1aduct, t hi s in turn necessit a ting the construction of an 

c ulvert to carry the water from the mi ll to the Rea 
Brook , a nd a 3 m stretch of t his brick- built and barrel -vaulted 
c ulver t wa s revea led at the s outhern e dge of the e xcavations. In 

h e mi d t o late 19th the area saw the construction of a 
br ick s h e d with associat ed cobble and ci nder yard surfaces, and 
t hes e c ontinu e d in e x istence until the prese nt time. 

0 
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4t the time, one limited (see 
on attach ed sheet>, the commencement of along the 

of the s ystem has been delayed by the of A. 
A date has not been put 

oy Rai l BUFAU ' s access to the site although the 
r ecen t ind icat i o n s suggest late June 1987. 

Exc a vation timings: 

Site at ion 

Vil l a 
Geode and Davies 

Geode an d Davies 
A. (mill) 

Completed 
Completed 

July 1st 
Jul y 1s t 

Finish 

1st 
January 1st 

It is that a full 
wh en begins. 

be 

1 0 
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