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NON-TECHNICAL SUMMARY 
 
This document details the results from a programme of archaeological 
works carried out on land to rear of 51-55 Normandy Street in May 2008. 
Two trenches were excavated by West Sussex Archaeology Ltd. in order 
to reveal the remains of any medieval or post-medieval property plots or 
of a medieval leper hospital believed to potentially exist on the site. In 
the event no remains associated with either were found; instead a well, 
boundary ditch, water butt and pit were located probably all dating to the 
19th century. 
 

PROJECT BACKGROUND 
 

 

Figure 1 Site location. © Crown copyright. All rights reserved. License number: AL100036068 

 

1. The development site lies to the rear of 51 – 55 Normandy Street in 
Alton, Hampshire, and adjoins York Mews to the north-east (see figs.1 
& 2). The site lies at 107m aOD, and has a gentle slope of c. 0.5m 
running north-west to south-east. The property is centred at OS grid 
reference 47208 13965. The underlying geology of the site is alluvial 
gravels and brickearth overlying lower chalk. 

 
2. The new owners of the site, Hamlet Property Developments Ltd., 

obtained planning permission (50268/FUL) from East Hampshire 
District Council to redevelop the land by building 14 flats and 
associated parking. Condition 7 of this permission stated that ‘no work 
shall start on the site until the developer has secured a programme of 
archaeological work in accordance with a written scheme of 
investigation that has been submitted by the developer and approved 
by the Planning Authority’.  

 
3. West Sussex Archaeology Ltd. was appointed by the developer to carry 

out such work. This document details the results, following the terms of 
a Method Statement approved by Hannah Fluck, Archaeology Officer 
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for Hampshire County Council (WSA 2008). The archaeological works 
were carried out on Wednesday 7th May 2008. 

 

HISTORICAL BACKGROUND 
 

1. The current plot of 51 – 55 Normandy Street is the result of the 
amalgamation of three plots which took place in the 20th century in 
order to construct the present garage site fronting Normandy Street. 
The earlier history of the three properties has not been fully researched 
as yet; however it appears that by 1666 nos. 51 & 53 at least contained 
buildings overlooking Normandy Street, and possibly also no.55.  

 
2. Until the mid 19th century nos. 51 & 53 were held as one plot, 

containing a house and malthouse, but by 1840 it had split into 
separate tenements. By the close of the 19th century no.51 had 
become a grocery store and no.53 had continued in the beer trade as 
the “Star” (Hurst pers. comm.). It is during the 19th century that the rear 
of the plot becomes part-filled with buildings and/or sheds, the majority 
of which are attached to No.51. There is no evidence to suggest that 
there were any structures on the development site before this period. 

 

 

Figure 2 The Tithe map of 1842 indicating the position of the development site                                                   
and trenches in red. The three plot numbers are also shown. 
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3. The plot of no.55 contained two parish houses by 1726, although it is 
uncertain at what date they were built. These had burnt down by 1865 
and were superseded by allotments. Later in the 19th century two new 
houses are built, which became by the early 20th century the first 
property owned by the later garage owner, who later in the century 
acquired the old grocers (No.51) and beer shop (No.53) (Hurst pers. 
comm.). 

 
4. The earlier historical background to the site has been set out in full in 

the Method Statement (see WSA 2008) and it is not proposed to 
rehearse all the details here. Suffice it to say that there were two 
potential areas of earlier archaeological interest to the site. The first 
being that the site could lie within the property plots of medieval or 
post-medieval buildings fronting onto Normandy Street. The second 
was the potential for the site to lie within the precinct of a medieval 
leper hospital, known to have existed in Alton from medieval 
documents, and probably located on the site of the current Alton House 
Hotel, immediately to the east of this site.  

 

 
 
RESULTS 
 
The Geology 
 

1. The town of Alton fills the lower slopes of a valley which runs 
approximately south-west to north-east and contains the upper reaches 
of the north branch of the River Wey. The hills which form the slopes of 
the valley are composed of chalk, which contains flint and is overlain 
with brickearth. Over time these deposits erode and drift down-slope 
into the valleys to form layers of alluvial and colluvial gravels and clays. 
The form and depth of these layers can vary widely depending upon 
the gradient of the slope and presence or absence of historic stream 
channels.  

 
2. Since the site at Normandy Street lies on the lower slopes of the valley 

it is unsurprising that such deposits were encountered. Extending for 
almost the entire length of Trench 1 was a layer of flint gravel (13) 
approximately 0.5m below the current ground surface. At the extreme 
western and eastern ends of this trench and throughout Trench 2, the 
gravel layer was absent, with brickearth (2) instead being found at the 
slightly greater depth of 0.6m. In addition to the gravels and brickearth, 
there was one narrow deposit of chalk brash (14) towards the centre of 
Trench 1, at the same depth as the gravels. All these layers are 
considered undisturbed geology. 
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Figure 3 Plan of the development site indicating the position of the trenches                                 
and the deposits within them. North is at the bottom of the image. 
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The archaeology 
 

1. Overlying the geology, and pre-dating all subsequent activity on the 
site, was a layer of light brown soil (25), tending to gravel or brickearth 
depending upon the nature of the geology below it. Over the former it 
attained a depth of 0.2m, while over the latter this increased to 0.3m, 
probably as a result of the gravels’ more resistant surface. This layer is 
likely to have been created by ploughing carried out in the period 
before the area became enclosed as the back-plots of houses fronting 
Normandy Street.  

 
2. The date at which this plot became enclosed is uncertain, however no 

pottery was seen from the excavations dating to before the 19th century 
and it must therefore be likely that it remained open until that time. The 
five archaeological features revealed in the trenches, while not being 
precisely dated, would all fit quite comfortably into a period after 1800.  

 
3. At the northern end of Trench 2 a small brick-lined shaft (4) was 

discovered, c.0.9m in diameter. This had been backfilled with rubble, 
dark soil and sand (3) and then partially destroyed by a modern half-
cellar (6). Although it was only excavated to a depth of 0.2m, it is 
probable on the basis of its size and shape that it is a well. It had been 
built-up within a larger irregularly shaped hole (8), c. 1.25m across, the 
cavity remaining between the brick-lining and the sides of this 
construction shaft being filled with soil. This is possibly the well 
mentioned in 1865 as being within the plot of No.55 and which is filled 
in at that date in advance of the property being turned into allotments 
(Hurst pers. comm.). 

 

 

Figure 4 The brick-lined well (4), looking east. To the right lies the concrete slab (6) of the 
cellar and to the left the corner of one of the geotechnical pits (9). The scale is 1m. 
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4. Towards the centre of Trench 1 a shallow ditch (15) was revealed, 

1.2m wide but only 0.1m deep below the top of the gravels. This had 
been back-filled with flint and soil (16). The 1842 Tithe map shows the 
property boundary between Nos. 53 & 55 in this location and it is 
probable that this ditch is a survival of it. 

 

 

Figure 5 The boundary ditch (15) in Trench 1, looking north. The scale is 1m. 

5. To the west of this ditch there was a small pit (18) dug into the gravel, 
c.0.5m in diameter and 0.15m deep. It had been filled with a dark soil 
and flint. There was no evidence to suggest a date for this feature, and 
it is possible that it is a result of recent activity. 

 
6. Further to the west lay the northern half of circular pit (20), 1.15m in 

diameter, containing the lower portion of a wooden barrel (22). The 
base of the barrel lay at 0.6m below the modern ground surface and, 
judging by its good preservation, is probably no older than the 19th 
century; a supposition confirmed by the pottery found within it. It may 
be that this barrel acted much as a modern water butt. 

 

 

Figure 6 The base of the barrel (22) in Trench 1, looking south. The scale is 1m. 
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7. At the extreme western end of Trench 1 part of a large pit (24) was 
excavated, c. 1.5m deep and of unknown overall dimensions. It had 
been filled with a considerable quantity of 19th or early 20th century 
rubbish and soil (23) including a large number of glass and ceramic 
bottles. The current boundary wall of the site runs over the top of this 
back-filled pit and is shown on historic mapping as always having been 
close to this same alignment. Its western edge can not therefore lie too 
far beyond the end of Trench 1, otherwise it would have undermined 
any earlier boundary wall or fence. 

 

 

Figure 7 The large rubbish-filled pit at the western end of Trench 1,                                       
looking north. The scale is 1m. 

8. Following the amalgamation of all three property plots in the early 20th 
century the site was fully re-developed as a garage. At some point 
following this, a half cellar (12) was dug out of the brick earth in the 
eastern half of the site. At the northern end of Trench 2 its concrete 
floor slab (6) was revealed, which had partially destroyed the earlier 
well (4). The cellar had been subsequently back-filled with sand and 
shingle (11). Overlying this back-filled cellar and spread across the 
whole site, was a layer of modern topsoil and rubble (17). 

 
9. Two other pits (9 & 10) were revealed in Trench 2, both filled with soil 

and rubble (1 & 7). The southern of these (10) was 3.5m north-south, 
1.8m east-west and 2.3m deep. Within the pit, at a depth of c.2m, 
weathered chalk was visible, probably representing the surface of the 
underlying chalk geology. The northern pit (9) was not excavated, but it 
had cut into the remains of the well (4). It is probable that these two pits 
were created by the geotechnical engineers who investigated the site 
immediately in advance of these excavations. 
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THE SURVIVAL OF DEPOSITS 
 

1. The lack of any pre-nineteenth century material on the site suggests 
that there was little activity within the development site in the medieval 
and post-medieval periods. Certainly no evidence was recovered for 
the medieval leper hospital or for the back-plots of any medieval 
tenements fronting Normandy Street.  

 
2. It is probable that occupation did not begin until the mid-19th century, 

when the grocer’s at No.51 appears to have utilised the full length of 
the back-plot for ancillary buildings. The large rubbish-filled pit (24) and 
the sunken barrel (22) are probably to be linked to this activity. As has 
been mentioned above the well (4) at the top end of Trench 2 was 
probably associated with the cottages on No.55 and was back-filled 
when they burnt down in 1865. Judging by the bricks of which it was 
built it was probably not dug much before the beginning of the 19th 
century. The only other archaeological feature noted, namely the ditch 
(15) in Trench 1, probably formed the boundary between Nos. 51/53 & 
55. After the amalgamation of the three plots in the early 20th century, a 
garage was built, the only evidence for which in the excavated trenches 
was the concrete floor to a half cellar (6).  

 

BIBLIOGRAPHY 
 
Cross, T. & Smith, G. 1995. Bygone Alton. Phillimore. Chichester. 
 
West Sussex Archaeology Ltd. 2008. Method Statement for a Programme  

of Archaeological Works on Land to Rear of 51-55 Normandy 
Street, Alton, Hampshire. Unpublished. 


