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 NON-TECHNICAL SUMMARY 
 
This document sets out the results from archaeological works carried 
out by West Sussex Archaeology Ltd during the excavation of the bases 
for some proposed iron railings at the Cowdray Ruins, Midhurst, West 
Sussex. Two layers of rubble were observed, the lower extending 
beyond the 0.6m depth of the excavated holes. Both layers probably 
relate to the re-landscaping of the site subsequent the abandonment of 
the Tudor mansion. 
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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). 

 
 
Planning Background 
 

1. The Cowdray Estate obtained Scheduled Monument Consent (No. 
S00065572) from English Heritage for the installation of security bars to 
windows in the chapel, the buttery and the kitchen corridor, and new 
railings outside the dining room, since the Cowdray Ruins are a 
Scheduled Ancient Monument (No. 29300). Condition e) of this consent 
stated that: “No excavation for foundations shall take place until the 
applicant, or their agents or successors in title, has secured the 
implementation of a programme of archaeological work in accordance 
with a written scheme of investigation (WSI), including a timetable for 
the archaeological work, which has been submitted by the applicant 
and approved in writing by English Heritage, and the works shall be 
undertaken in accordance with the approved details.” 

 
1. West Sussex Archaeology Ltd (WSA) was appointed by the Cowdray 

Estate to carry out the archaeological works required to meet this 
condition. A Written Scheme of Investigation, drawn up by WSA, set 



 

 
Report on Archaeological Works at the Cowdray Ruins, Midhurst, West Sussex 

 
Page 4 

out the methodology used in order to fulfil the terms of the condition 
(WSA 2013). 

  
2. This report details the results of that archaeological work, which was 

carried out on 29th April 2014 by George Anelay of WSA. The project 
archive, which consists solely of paperwork, will be deposited with 
West Sussex Record 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 Site plan showing the position of the excavated holes for the railing bases. 
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Figure 3 Section in the side of one of the railing base holes showing the three layers.         
The scale is 0.5m. 

 
1. Twelve holes were excavated for the railing bases, all were 0.3m 

square and 0.6m deep. The same three layers were found in all the 
holes, although their thicknesses varied. The upper layer consisted 
of a dark brown silt topsoil ranging from 0.15-0.25m thick. Below 
this topsoil was a layer composed principally of Lower Greensand 
stone rubble and mortar, with occasional brick, varying in thickness 
from 0.3-0.45m thick. At the base of all the holes was a second 
rubble layer, consisting of smaller stone fragments and more 
frequent brick rubble, this layer extended beyond the depth of the 
holes. The two rubble layers presented an uneven surface across 
the site, with the overlying topsoil apparently being used to level the 
area.  
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Figure 4 The railing holes looking south towards the chapel. 

 
2. The southernmost of the holes was close to the wall of the ruins and 

upon excavation it was discovered that their Greensand foundations 
extend 0.3m beyond the wall line and to an unknown depth. These 
foundations were not impacted upon by the excavation of this railing 
base hole. 

 
CONCLUSION 
 

1. In such limited excavations it is clearly difficult to put forward any 
definitive interpretation of what is observed, however it would seem 
probable that the rubble layers observed relate to the period after 
the devastating fire of 1793 and are linked to the clearance and 
stabilising of the site as picturesque ruins set within a redesigned 
Park. Any layers contemporary with or pre-dating the original Tudor 
mansion would seem to lie below the 0.6m depth reached by these 
holes. 
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