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 NON-TECHNICAL SUMMARY 
 
This document sets out the results from an archaeological watching 
brief carried out by West Sussex Archaeology Ltd. on behalf of the 
Cowdray Estate at Cowdray ruins, Midhurst, West Sussex. The watching 
brief was carried out from 10th- 13th January 2011. Remains associated 
with the Tudor courtyard were revealed, including cobbled paths and 
surfaces. Wall foundations relating to buildings pre-dating the surviving 
ruins were also found. 
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BACKGROUND 

Topographical Background 
 

 

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

 
1. The Cowdray ruins lie to the immediate north-east of the town of 

Midhurst in West Sussex, at 20m aOD, OS grid reference SU 8916 
2172. The underlying geology of the site is Lower Greensand (Selham 
Ironshot). 

 
2. The Cowdray Estate obtained planning permission (EB/10/02670/FUL) 

from Chichester District Council for works related to the installation of a 
permanent lighting system for The Cowdray Ruins. Condition 3 of this 
permission stated that: “Prior to commencement of the works hereby 
permitted, an archaeological investigation shall be undertaken by an 
appropriately qualified archaeologist to establish whether any 
significant archaeological structures or deposits would be unacceptably 
disturbed or damaged by the light positions and routing of the electrical 
cabling.  The results shall be submitted to and agreed by the Local 
Planning Authority in writing”. Condition 4 stated that: “The developer 
shall arrange for an archaeological organisation or appropriately 
qualified archaeologists to observe the excavations and record 
archaeological evidence that may be uncovered as a result of the 
development”. 

 
3. The Cowdray Estate had also obtained Scheduled Monument Consent 

from English Heritage for the works, since the Cowdray Ruins are a 
Scheduled Ancient Monument (Monument No. SU 82 SE 7). Condition 
vi of this consent stated that: “any ground disturbance to which this 
consent relates shall be carried out under archaeological supervision” 
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4. West Sussex Archaeology Ltd. (WSA) was appointed by the Cowdray 

Estate to carry out an archaeological watching brief in order to meet 
these conditions.  

 
5. This report details the results of that archaeological watching brief, 

which was carried out on the 10th – 13th January 2011 by George 
Anelay of West Sussex Archaeology Ltd. The project archive will be 
deposited with West Sussex Records Office. 

 
Historical Background 
 

1. Towards the end of the 13th century the Bohun family moved from their 
castle on St. Anns Hill, having built a new house across the River 
Rother, possibly moated (Salzman 1973, p.49). This was presumably 
demolished in advance of the current ruined house, which is said to 
have been begun by Sir David Owen in 1492. He is believed to have 
constructed the majority of the northern and eastern wings, while his 
successor, Sir William Fitzwilliam completed the quadrangle by building 
the western and southern ranges, after his purchase of the property in 
1529. The building was left ruinous after a fire in 1793 (Howard 2009). 

 
RESULTS 
 

 

Figure 2 Plan of all light pits and trenches. 
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1. Boundary Wall. As the cable trench passed the south-west corner of 
the ruins, a wall foundation was revealed at a depth of 0.3m. This was 
composed of lower greensand blocks set in a pale yellow mortar. The 
soil layers below the topsoil were very different on either side of this 
wall foundation. To the south was a mid-dark brown silt, whereas to the 
north there was a light yellow/brown sandy silt containing frequent flint 
gravel. The mid-dark brown silt was found throughout the remainder of 
the cable trench to the south. This wall foundation is probably that 
belonging to the boundary wall seen on Grimm’s drawing of the west 
front. 

 

 

Figure 3 The west front of Cowdray House c.1781 by Grimm. The boundary wall is to the 
right of the image (British Library Add Ms 5675 f.11, no.17). 

 
2. Light 2. At the base of this light pit lower and upper greensand 

undressed blocks were revealed, set in a yellow mortar, at a depth of 
0.87m. Above this were four layers of soil, the upper being the modern 
topsoil, below this was the same light yellow/brown sandy silt found to 
the north of the boundary wall. This latter layer extended to a depth of 
0.5m below the current ground level and overlay a mid-brown silt, 
0.22m thick, which in turn sat upon another yellow/brown sandy silt, 
0.15m thick. Both the lower layers contained frequent brick and tile 
fragments. The upper sandy silt layer may well have been laid to raise 
the ground level in front of the ruins, with the underlying silt being a 
buried topsoil. It is not clear as to the nature of the mortared stones, but 
they may well be the remains of a wall foundation. 
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Figure 4 Light 2. The mortared greensand blocks, looking south. The scale is 1m. 

 
3. Light 5. At the base of this light pit a row of 22 x 10.5cm bricks set in 

white mortar was revealed running east-west at a depth of 0.7m. It is 
probable that this is part of a drain taking surface water from the west 
front towards the river. A notch cut out of the stone plinth on the west 
front, in line with these bricks, indicates where the down-pipe was 
located. It is not clear at what date these drainage arrangements were 
made, they were clearly not part of the original Tudor building since the 
bricks are too recent and the cutting of a notch into the stone plinth 
seems too ham-fisted to be part of the original design. Down-pipes are 
not shown on the Grimm drawing of the west front, but this may be 
artistic license, since they can hardly have improved the appearance of 
the façade. The drain was, however, inserted before the upper light 
yellow/brown sandy silt layer, found in Light 2, since there is no trench 
cut visible in it in Light 5. Below this layer is the same mid-brown silt as 
in Light 3, lying at a depth of 0.54m below the current ground surface. 
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Figure 5 Light 5. The brick drain, looking east. The scale is 1m. 

 
4. Front Steps. Directly in front of the west front gatehouse three stone 

paving slabs were revealed at a depth of 0.25m below the present 
surface. These slabs were not identified, but are not of a local stone. 
The northern two were 0.7m long and of unknown width, the southern 
one was 0.6m long and 0.4m wide. The western edge of all of them 
was worn, indicating that when in use there were no other slabs to the 
west, instead the surface appears to have been flint gravel. To the 
east, below the modern path make-up, was a layer of silt containing 
much rubble. It is possible that this once supported further slabs, which 
have been robbed away. Between the piers of the inner and outer 
gates of the gate-house, this silt layer was not visible, with instead a 
layer of modern rubble underlying the current path make-up. It is 
probable that the stone slabs are all that is left of the entrance steps 
into Cowdray House, shown in the 1781 Grimm drawing. 
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Figure 6 The front steps, looking east into the gatehouse. The scale is 1m. 

 

Figure 7 Detail of the door in Grimm’s drawing (British Library Add Ms 5675 f.11, no.17). 

 
5. Light 10. This light pit revealed the same build-up of layers as all the 

others on the west front. The modern topsoil, here 0.21m deep, overlay 
the light yellow/brown sandy silt layer. At a depth of 0.46m this sandy 
silt changed to the mid-brown silt of the presumed old topsoil, which 
was here 0.25m deep and overlay what is probably the undisturbed 
gravely sand of the lower greensand. The sequence along the west 
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front would appear, therefore, to be an old buried topsoil over the 
natural geology, overlain by a spread of sandy silt material, overlain by 
the modern topsoil. The sandy silt material is interpreted as a layer of 
imported soil, used to build-up the ground surface against the west 
front. If this is correct then it would appear that originally the bottom 
step of the entrance, together with the approaching causeway, were 
c.05m above the level of the surrounding land in front of the house. 

 
6. North Tower. It had been planned to place a light within the north 

tower and therefore a pit was begun which swiftly revealed that the pre-
fire floor surface was still extant. This consisted of a brick hearth 
extending to 1.2m from the rear of the surviving fire-place within the 
north tower, fronted by what would appear to be a stone flags, although 
only one was exposed during these works. This floor surface lay only 
0.1m below the current ground surface. The bricks used for the hearth 
were 22 x 10.5cm in size. The stone flag was of unknown geology, but 
as with the front steps it was a non-local stone. At least one stone flag 
had been removed by an earlier excavation into the floor. The floor in 
the north tower was clearly not Tudor, since it was associated with the 
fire-place believed to be have been inserted in a later phase of the 
buildings use.  

 

 

Figure 8 The fireplace, hearth and floor in the north tower, looking west. The scale is 1m. 
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7. South Tower. As with the north tower it had been planned to place a 
light within the south tower and therefore a pit was excavated. It was 
subsequently decided not to install lights in either tower.  The light pit in 
the south tower showed no trace of a floor surface, instead three layers 
of rubble were revealed. The upper layer was composed of rubble in 
soil and was 0.2m deep. Below this a layer of brick dust and rubble was 
revealed, 0.2m deep, above a third layer of larger stone and brick 
rubble, which was not dug into. It is likely that all this material has 
collapsed into the stair well from the tower walls above. 

 
8. Fountain Base. In the centre of the courtyard the base to the fountain 

visible on the Grimm drawings of 1782 was located c.0.2m below the 
current ground surface. It would appear that nothing now remains of 
the stone slabs which composed the two steps up to the fountain 
shown in the Grimm drawings, although the base for them, composed 
of brick and stone rubble, still survives. The bricks in the base are 25 x 
11.5cm, which would not be inconsistent with a Tudor date. The 
fountain and its base were originally octagonal, although the current 
brick base marking the fountain’s location is hexagonal. This modern 
brick base is also about 1m too far to the north, since the yellow mortar 
hollow in which the fountain originally stood, was found within the 
excavated trench. The surrounding base for the steps was 1.5m wide 
on both sides. To the west of the fountain base a pale yellow mortar 
spread was found, which may be the base for a path approaching the 
fountain from the south-west. To the east of the fountain base and 
below the modern topsoil, was a spread of brick dust and rubble which 
extended for the length of the trench towards the east wing.  

 
 

 

Figure 9 Two views of the fountain taken from Grimm. That on the left is looking east, 
while that on the right is looking south-west. (British Library Add Ms 5675 f.12 & 13, no.18 

& 19). 
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Figure 10 Plan of the fountain base. Brick is in red, lower greensand in orange, upper 
greensand in pale green, non-local stone in grey and mortar in yellow. 

 

 

Figure 11 The base of the fountain, looking easst. The scale is 1m. 

 
9. Light 11. This light pit was excavated within the beer cellar in the south 

wing. The pit extended to 0.65m deep without encountering a floor 
surface. The topsoil was 0.26m deep, above a silt and rubble layer, 
028m deep, which overlay a mortar and rubble layer, which extended 
beyond the depth of the trench. The small excavation was made in one 
corner for a further 0.1m in order to ascertain if the floor found in Light 
12 was present, but it was not. It is possible that either the floor is 
deeper still due to a slope or that this light pit is situated over a hole 
within the floor. 

 
10.  Light 12. This light pit was also excavated within the beer cellar in the 

south wing. A brick floor was revealed at a depth of 0.67m, overlain by 
the same three layers found in Light 11. In addition the southern edge 
of a low brick wall or shelf was found in the northern side of the pit. The 
edge of this wall was 1.7m south from the north wall of the beer cellar. 
Given the use of the beer cellar it is probable that this wall is part of a 
stillage. An electric cable trench, laid under the supervision of Oxford 
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Archaeology during the course of the recent conservation works, ran 
along the eastern edge of both Light 11 & 12. 

 

 

Figure 12 Light 12, looking west. The stillage wall is to the right of the image. The scale sits 
upon the brick floor and is 1m. 

 
11.  Beer Cellar Entrance. As the cable trench ran through the current 

reconstructed entrance to the beer cellar, the original threshold was 
revealed below the turf. The reconstructed wall was found to lie c.015m 
to the south of the Tudor threshold, which was 0.7m wide. Abutting the 
southern side of this threshold was a tile-topped step into the cellar, 
0.27m below the current ground level. If the beer cellar floor depth is 
the same here as it is in Light 12, then presumably at least another two 
steps must exist to the south. To the north of the threshold several 
cobbles remain from the cobbled surface that seems to have existed in 
the south-east corner of the courtyard around the porch (see below). 
The threshold itself was composed of lower greensand irregular blocks 
set in a yellow mortar. It is possible that originally there was a threshold 
slab which has now disappeared.  
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Figure 13 The beer cellar threshold.  

 
12.  Lights 13 & 14. These light pits provided the first sections through the 

layers within the courtyard of the present ruins. Beneath c.0.2m of dark 
topsoil, was a layer of mid-brown sandy soil, with occasional brick and 
stone rubble, c.0.35m thick. Beneath this layer in both Lights 13 and 14 
were the remains of wall foundations, composed of lower greensand 
rubble in a yellow mortar. The sandy soil layer would appear to have 
been laid down throughout the courtyard, since it was found in all the 
light pits and trenches, in order to bury the earlier remains and raise the 
ground level. Sitting upon this sandy soil was the remains of an area of 
cobbling surrounding the Tudor porch. The cobbles were irregular and 
either flint or lower greensand. Both Light 13 & 14 were re-located in 
order not to disturb these cobbles. To the south the cobbles seem to 
have extended up to the front face of the south wing, whereas to the 
north they finished only a short distance to the north of the porch. They 
were not found directly In front of the porch entrance, which may be a 
result of robbing, or, perhaps more likely, because this area was paved 
with more expensive material, which has since been removed. The 
path between the porch and the west gatehouse would have been the 
most significant thoroughfare during the occupation of Cowdray and 
this is likely to have been reflected in the surface treatment chosen.  
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Figure 14 Plan of Lights 13 & 14 and adjacent cable trench. The cobbles are shaded in grey 
and the earlier wall foundations in brown & yellow. 

 
The wall foundation below the sandy soil layer in Light 13 was aligned 
east-west and in Light 14 north-south. They clearly pre-date the Tudor 
porch, since any wall built upon them would obscure it. The layers 
adjacent to these foundations were composed of rubble, mortar and 
brick fragments (c.0.1m thick), sitting upon fine mid-dark grey silt. It is 
probable that the former are associated with the demolition of the 
buildings which these foundations supported, while the fine silt could be 
a contemporary ground surface. 

 

 

Figure 15 Light 13 is to the left, looking south, showing the wall foundation, with the cobbles 
above. Light 14 is to the right, looking north. The scale in both is 1m. 

 
13.  Cobble Path. To the north of the cobbled area around the porch no 

surface treatment was found, save for the top of the sandy soil layer, 
until a point opposite the first buttress after the porch on the face of the 
west wing. Here a short stretch of identical cobbling was revealed, 
1.1m wide, with well defined edges. This is probably a cobbled path 
running east-west through this part of the courtyard. It was not found in 
the trench to the east, but may instead have led to the brick platform 
found there. 
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Figure 16 The cobble path. 

 
14.  Light 15. This light pit contained the same upper two layers as 

elsewhere within the courtyard, although here the topsoil was thicker, 
0.3m, and the sandy silt thinner, 0.2m. Below these were two layers of 
rubble in soil, the lower containing a greater concentration of roof tile 
and mortar. 

 
15.  Brick Platform. To the east of the cobble path a structure of bricks set 

in yellow mortar was found. Its southern edge was in line with the 
cobble path’s southern edge, but it extended further to the north (2.3m 
long). Its north edge was also diagonal to the rest, running north-east to 
south-west. Immediately to the south was a row of bricks set in white 
mortar, aligned with a notch in the east wing identical to that found 
adjacent to Light 5 on the west front. As with the bricks found in Light 5, 
these are likely to be part of a surface-water drain running from the 
east wing. It is not known where it drains to. Both the brick structure 
and the brick drain sat within the sandy soil layer noted elsewhere. The 
function of the brick structure is not clear, given the limited size of the 
trench. It is possible that it may have been a platform supporting some 
feature now lost. Its date is likewise uncertain. 

 
 

 

Figure 17 The brick platform, with the brick drain to the left. 
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Figure 18 The brick platform, with the brick drain to the left. The scale is 1m. 

 

16.  Light 16. This light pit revealed the same two upper layers as 
elsewhere, although in this case the sandy soil layer contained more 
brick and stone rubble. Below these was a mid-brown soil & rubble 
layer overlying a smooth grey silt (at 0.72m depth), as found in Lights 
13 & 14. To the north of the light pit was a cobbled surface, composed 
of lower greensand blocks in three rows running north-west to south-
east, interspersed and edged by blocks of the same stone running at 
right angles. The southern edge of this cobbling was removed 
accidentally as the trench was excavated, but it measured 2.2m across. 
It would appear to be either a path or a platform running north-east to 
south-west and ending at the foot of the most southerly bay window of 
the west wing. As with the cobbling elsewhere, it was placed on top of 
the sandy soil layer, and covered with topsoil. 

 

 

Figure19 Cobble surface to the north of Light 16. 
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Figure 20 Cobble surface to the north of Light 16. The scale is 1m. 

 
17.  Light 17. This light pit was placed in front of the northern bay window 

of the west wing. The layers within it were identical to those in Light 16, 
save that the base of the mid-brown soil & rubble layer was not 
reached, probably due to the pits slightly shallower depth (0.7m). Set 
within the sandy soil was a lead pipe, running west-north-west to east-
south-east. The pipe would appear to be running into the parlour within 
the west wing. It is probable that it was taking water either to or from 
this room. 

 
18.  Light 18. This light pit was located 1m in front of the door to the 

vaulted cellar. Its eastern half was filled with what is probably a stone 
wall foundation, running north-south, which clearly pre-dates the 
doorway. This foundation would appear to be constructed of un-
mortared stone and brick rubble. Unlike all the other light pits 
excavated within the courtyard, this foundation had been cut into the 
lower greensand undisturbed geology, which was only 0.26m below the 
current ground surface. Above this was a 0.1m layer of silt below 0.4m 
of mortar & rubble, below the topsoil. It is unclear why the build-up of 
layers in this area is so much less than elsewhere. There is a slight 
hollow in front of the cellar door, which is 0.2m lower than the 
surrounding courtyard, but this would still be insufficient to explain the 
difference.  
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Figure 21 The wall foundation in Light 18, looking north. The scale is 1m. 

 
CONCLUSION 
 

1. By their very nature the holes excavated during the course of this 
project have been small; however they have shown that beneath the 
ground at Cowdray lie many survivals from earlier phases of the 
building and its predecessors. Within the courtyard plenty of evidence 
was found to suggest that the layout of the Tudor courtyard is probably 
well preserved under the topsoil and turf which now covers it. Clearly 
the design illustrated by Grimm, upon which the modern layout is 
based, was a later modification, probably after the importation of the 
topsoil which now covers the earlier features. The position and 
alignment of the areas of cobbling found during these excavations hint 
that the original layout focused upon the route from the gatehouse to 
the porch. The cobbled path by Light 16, the brick platform and the 
path base by the fountain, all seem to face towards this path and may 
have provided viewing corridors towards objects to be seen by guests 
as they walked from gate to porch. This interpretation has to be very 
tentative due to the limited areas observable, but further investigation 
should be able to clarify our picture of the Tudor courtyard since it 
appears that much of it has survived. 
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Figure 22 Grimm’s painting of the courtyard of Cowdray in 1782, looking to the west (British 
Library Add Ms 5675 f.12 no.18). 

 
2. Of equal, if not greater significance, was the discovery of wall 

foundations belonging to buildings pre-dating the surviving above 
ground ruins. The fact that these were found in widely spaced locations 
suggests that these earlier structures were extensive. The presence of 
bricks built into one of these foundations would indicate that this one at 
least is not much earlier than the Tudor buildings above. The quantity 
of brick fragments in the layers immediately above all these 
foundations also demonstrates that the walls they supported must have 
contained at least some later fabric. The problem occurs when we try to 
relate these structures to the known history of the site. They are 
probably part of the De Bohun house which was demolished when the 
surviving Tudor house was built. What is less clear is whether the 
bricks point to a late De Bohun re-building or enlargement of their 
property (built 1284, sold 1492), or whether they are the work of Sir 
David Owen (owner of Cowdray 1492-1529) before the construction of 
extant mansion. Further investigations should be able to provide some 
answers. 
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