
CHAPTER 3 THE 1984-5 EXCAVATION

During the summer of 1984 part of the Abbey precinct wall in the open ground to the west of Colonel’s Lane 
(fig 47) was exposed to view, as a result of clearance of the dense undergrowth. It had stood in the grounds of 
Abbey House until that building was gutted by fire and demolished in 1964. At that date the wall was of 
rather more impressive appearance than now. Nevertheless it remains one of the very few pieces of surviving 
Abbey fabric, and, in consequence, it was decided that it should be actively conserved. The excavation was 
organised to provide information on the wall’s construction and foundation so that a preservation policy 
could be formulated. The wall now forms part of the Freda Atkins memorial garden.

Fig 48 Trench plan and sections of the 1984-5 excavation (large plan and sections at 1:50 scale, small plan at 1:125 scale)

A trench 4m x lm was opened on the east side of the wall (fig 48). It was hoped that the stratigraphy would 
be fairly simple since the trench presumably lay outside the area enclosed by the wall. This did not prove to 
be the case, and the trench reached a total depth of c 2.8m without reaching ‘natural’; the area of excavation 
was reduced in three stages, with the final metre or so being removed by a sondage less than 50cm square.

THE EXCAVATION

For detailed descriptions of the contexts see M60-4.

Phase 1: Saxo-Norman and earlier (M61)

Context 116 contained only Saxo-Norman pottery except for one very small white-ware sherd which has been 
presumed intrusive. The layers below are of similar date or earlier, but produced little or no dating evidence. 
These layers are thought to be within a deep man-made feature, the edges of which were not encountered. 
Another possibility, though, is that some of them represent the final infilling of a natural feature, such as a 
former meander of the Abbey river.
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Plate 47 The precinct wall under excavation in 1984 (c/fig 48, south-north section). Note the area of infill on the left hand side, and the 
arched footing below 

Plate 48 The precinct wall under excavation in 1984. Note the stepping-out of the wall to form a wider pier base from which the 
shallow arch springs 
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Phase 2: 12th/13th century (M62) 

Context 111 (which was a gully with a fill numbered 110) was clearly cut through and later than contexts 112, 
114, 115 & 118. However, the fact that the layers to either side are different suggests that it may represent a 
robber trench to remove an earlier wall. 112 could have been a clay floor, but there is insufficient evidence to 
explain the origin of the remaining layers. Despite this, it may be said with certainty that before the precinct 
wall (context 106; phase 3) was built, the occupation of this area was organised in a different manner. 

Phase 3: 13th-15th century (pls 47 & 48; M63) 

The wall (106) was probably built in the late 13th or early 14th century since layer 109 was either connected 
with its construction or was disturbed during building work, and was of the late 13th or early 14th century 
date, while 108 partially overlay the wall footings and was of 15th century date. 

Phase 4: 19th/20th century (M64) 

All the layers later than context 108 are of 19th and 20th century origin, during which time all stratigraphy 
post dating context 108 was evidently removed. 

THE FINDS 
The pottery by Phil J ones 

From the various separate excavations undertaken between 1855 and 1954 within the precincts of Chertsey 
Abbey, very little pottery is now in museum collections and it is suspected that not much was kept in the first 
place. All sherds recovered from the stratified sequence of the 1984-5 excavation were retained but the 
quantities involved are very small. This report describes all the 1984-5 material; a few sherds from the 1954 
excavations that are most probably from c 12th century layers; and some unstratified medieval and Roman 
sherds found in 1954 that are of some interest. Post-medieval pottery, which forms the greater part of the 
1954 collections l.s not considered here although drawings and descriptions of the sherds are to be found in 
the archive. 

A typology of medieval pot fabrics and ware-types found in Chertsey has been prepared for a report on the 
London Street excavations (Jones in prep) and although the Abbey sherds have been classified accordingly, 
full descriptions of the types are not given here. Brief descriptions of the fabric of the sherds are included in 
addition to the type classification however, and these should suffice until the publication of the London 
Street assemblages. 

POTTERY FROM THE 1984-5 EXCAVATION (fig 49) 
Context 108 Three joining body sherds of coarse shelly ware, S1 fabric type (no 1); one small sherd of medieval whiteware, WW1b 
fabric type, from the shoulder of a large vessel with four close-set rilled grooves and external mottled green glaze (no 2); one small sherd 
of 'Tudor Brown' of 'Guy's Hospital' variant, RW2a fabric type, with internal cover-all slip and clear glaze showing yellow (no 3). 
Context 109 One sherd from the neck of a coarse shelly ware cooking- pot, S1 type (no 4); and three sherds of medieval whiteware of 
WWla fabric type (nos 5,6,7). The whiteware includes a plain-angled sagging base sherd from a cooking-pot/jar with external green 
glaze splashes and interior base pooling of mottled green glaze; and a 'pie-crust' base sherd with external green glaze splashes. 
Context 110 A sagging base-angle sherd of coarse shelly ware, SI type (no 9); and a rim sherd of simple everted form in a flint and 
quartz sand-gritted ware, F2 fabric type (no 8). 
Context 113 Two body sherds of shelly SI fabric type (nos 10,11). 
Context 114 Two joining body sherds of a less coarse shelly ware, S2 fabric type (no 12). 
Context 115 Eight sherds of coarse shelly ware, S1 type (nos 13-21), including rimsherds from two cooking-pots/jars oflarge diameter 
and a sagging base-angle; two sherds including a base-angle in a less coarse shelly ware variant, S4 fabric type (nos 22,23) 
Context 116 Eight sherds of coarse shelly ware, S1 type, including a sagging base-angle (nos 24-31); two joining rimsherds in the 
shelly ware variant S4 that were too badly rolled to illustrate in profile (no 32); a small sherd of medieval whiteware, WW1a type, with 
external green glaze (no 33). 
Context 117 Two body sherds of coarse shelly ware, S1 type (nos 34, 35). Unstratified rimsherd from a cooking-pot/jar of large 
diameter in coarse shelly ware, S1 type (no 36); a small sherd of green-glazed medieval whiteware, WW1a type (not illus). 

Sherds of the 'standard' shelly ware fabric SI are very similar to many others from sites within Surrey and 
south-west Middlesex (now partly Surrey) and all are probably from cooking-pots/jars of large diameter 
(Jones 1986, 70-6). Their colour varies from those that are dark grey/black with red/brown surfaces to some 
that are entirely dark grey/black due to reduction or sooting. The base angle from 110 (no 9) is unusual in 
that it is red/brown externally and in the core, but has a thin black internal surface, the reverse of what one 
might expect of a cooking-pot base. It seems likely that this was not due to an impregnation of soot but was 
caused by the vessel mouth being sealed during firing, perhaps by another vessel, thus creating a reducing 
atmosphere inside. Six sherds of the slightly different shelly fabric-types S2 and S4 were recovered from the 
excavation. S2 is very similar to SI except that the shell platelets are more finely crushed, and the two joining 
sherds from 114 (no 12) have a pink/buff surface in contrast to the red/browns of most 'standard' S 1 sherds. 
S4 is distinguished from SI and S2 (and also S3 which was found only at London Street (Jones in prep)) by 
the presence of sparse organic inclusions. It may be a Late Saxon precursor of the 'standard' type and its 
variants but this is by no means certain. 
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Fig 49 Pottery from the 1954 and 1984-5 excavations (scale 1:4) 
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Apart from the whiteware and a redware sherd the only other pottery of a different fabric grouping 
deposited during the period of the Abbey was a rimsherd from llO (no 8). It is of a fabric type which is 
distinguished by frequent flint, moderate amounts of quartz sand, some chalk and/or tufa fragments. No 
similar sherds were found at London Street and since the ceramic evidence from there suggests that the area 
was not settled until the latest 11th or early 12th century, the rim from the Abbey may be earlier and·of Late 
Saxon date. The context in which it was found however is more likely to be of 12th or early 13th century date 
since it also contained part-glazed roof tiles (M69). 

All but one of the six whiteware sherds are of 'Surrey/Hampshire border-type' with fairly coarse quartz 
sand temper, and off-white to pale pink or buff cores and surfaces (WW1a fabric type). Two small sherds of 
these were unstratified or out of context; one as a spoil-heap find, and the other almost certainly intrusive in 
116 (no 33). Apart from the intrusive sherd, context 109 was the earliest deposit in which medieval 
whiteware was found and all three sherds are of WW1a. In the overlying context 108 a single sherd of the 
finer and more thin-walled whiteware WW1b was recovered which is similar to much that was found in 15th 
century deposits at the Staines County Sports site (from excavations by R Poulton in 1981). The Chertsey 
sherd may have been made at Kingston or at some other late medieval manufacturing site close to the 
Thames, rather than being a product of the Farnborough/Ash district. It was accompanied within 108 by a 
small sherd of late or early post-medieval white-slipped redware that may also be of 15th or early 16th 
century date (no 3). 

The pottery evidence for the dating of the excavated contexts suggests that the earlier deposits 117, ll6, 
ll5, ll4, 113 and 110 are most likely to be of 12th century date, but that some sherds may be residual from 
an occupation that pre-dates the refounding of cAD ll10. The fragments of medieval part-glazed roof tiles 
in some of these, indicate that ll5 and later contexts were not laid down until some time after the 
re-founding since it is unlikely that tiles were being manufactured before the mid 12th century. Context 109 
contained whiteware sherds which are probably of late 13th or 14th century date, and context 108 contained 
15th century sherds but may in part be later than this. 

STRATIFIED POTTERY FROM THE 1954 EXCAVATIONS (fig 49) 

Only a few sherds were labelled or marked with enough information to be sure that they were from intact 
contexts on site. These were two sherds from a layer in trench XLV (see fig 2 & 71), and five sherds from a 
layer in trench LIII (see fig 2 & 71). 

Trench XL V (fig 26 layer 5) Three sherds of coarse shelly ware, S 1 type, including a cooking-pot/jar rim (no 37), and a shoulder 
sherd from a cooking-pot/jar which has a horizontally-applied and finger-impressed strip (no 38). 
Trench LIII A body sherd of shelly S1 fabric type (no 41); two sherds of tufa!shell-tempered Saxo-Norman ware, C2 fabric type (nos 
42,43); a full profile sherd of a bowl with beaded rim and angled sagging base in a grey to brown, coarse quartz-sandy ware with rare flint 
and shell inclusions, TQ1a fabric type (no 44); and a Roman grey ware sherd (no 40). 

The tufa/shell-tempered sherds are of a ware-type that has been found in Saxo-Norman deposits in Staines, 
and at London Street in Chertsey. Decorated sherds of 'standard' shelly S1 fabric are uncommon in Surrey, 
and the style of modelling and application of the ribbon strip of no 38 is more usually found on sandy or 
flint-gritted wares in southern England. The strip is vestigial and therefore unlike the bolder and more 
purposeful finger-impressed strips of Saxo-Norman pottery such as were found at Reigate (Jones 1986, fig 15 
nos 264- 270). Because of the 'medieval' -type bowl in LIII (no 44) and the vestigial strip of no 38 in XL V, it 
is considered more likely that both groups are of late 12th or early 13th century date. 

SOME UNSTRATIFIED POTTERY FROM THE 1954 EXCAVATIONS (fig 49) 

Roman Three sherds are present within the collection, in addition to the greyware sherd from the LIII context listed above. One is a 
spall from the interior surface of a samian dish or bowl found in trench V (no 45); and the others are two joining sherds from an Alice 
Holt/Farnham storage jar with combed decoration (Lyne & Jefferies 1979) found in trench XVII (no 46). 
Medieval Rimsherd of a hemispherical bowl or basin in whiteware that is similar but not identical with 'Surrey/Hampshire border 
type' WW!a. Off-white to pale buff with very pale yellow to orange surfaces close to the rim. From trench XIX (no 47). 
Rilled shoulder sherd of a cooking-pot/jar of 'Ironstone sandy ware' Ql. Mid grey with orange/brown external, and dark grey internal 
surfaces. This fabric, characterised by quartz sand grains derived from a ferruginous sandstone, is the most common type in the earliest 
context of the London Street site. The date range possibly extends from the mid 11th to the mid 12th century. From trench XLIII (no 
48). 
Body sherds of jugs in a sandy fabric with pale grey core and orange/ buff margins and surfaces. External red/brown slip stripes and clear 
to pale yellow/green glaze. Found in the Chertsey tile kiln area (nos 49,50). 
Lower spring of a jug handle in Surrey/Hampshire border whiteware WW1a. Central slash, puncture, and mottled green glaze on upper 
surface. One of a type in which the handle was placed on the body wall and an aperture was forced through from the interior to facilitate 
strengthening. Found in the Chertsey tile kiln area (no 51). 
Rimsherd of a jug in a fine-grained whiteware WW3. Interior and exterior mottled green glaze. The fabric is typical of 16th and 17th 
century whitewares but was also in use earlier for some vessels, including those of 'Tudor Green.' type. Found in the Chertsey tile kiln 
area (no 52). 
Plain strap handle in a red/brown quartz-sandy fabric. From trench XXI (no 53). 
Strap handle with raised and impressed margins in a coarse quartz-sandy redware. Clear to pale yellow glaze on upper surface, showing 
dull brown. Found in the Chertsey tile kiln area (no 54). 
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The Roman tile and medieval roof tile by J L Gower 

See M55-M71 

The building stones 
The wall (context 106, fig 48) was built from a number of different types of stone, including: 

1 Sarsen, a quartzite much used in buildings in this area (for example Chobham church) because it was 
formerly readily available as erratics in the Bagshot Heath area - it is called by Angell (1862, 23) 
'Bagshot Heath stone'. The relationship between its incidence and former use was not, however, 
always simple (Bowen & Smith 1977, esp 189). 

2 Conglomerate. The term is used here to refer to blocks of iron-cemented pebbles. The material is 
formed as a result of iron-pan deposition in various geological deposits, but it would seem that it may 
formerly have been most readily available in the Bagshot Heath area, judging from its incidence in local 
churches. 

3 Greensand, a term which describes the material quarried from the Upper Greensand formation 
principally in the area north of Reigate and hence often called Reigate Greensand. From lower down in 
the same beds Firestone (often called Merstham Firestone), which was calcareous and of a greyer 
colour, was also derived. 

4 Brick and tile, which appear to be used only within an area of later infilling. 

Animal bone by Geraldene Done 

Ninety-seven fragments of animal bone from three phases of the site were identified; Species identified were 
horse, ox, sheep/goat, pig, red deer, rabbit, domestic chicken, ? duck, and oyster. The bones are of little 
significance except that the cattle bones from the late 13th/ eady 14th century are compatible with killing of 
stock on site. Some further details may be found on M71. 

CONCLUSIONS 
Three points may be stressed: 

The wall (106) was almost certainly built in the late 13th/early 14th century and represents the creation 
of a new layout for this area (the Outer Court) of the Abbey. It is tempting to associate this with Abbot 
John de Rutherwyk (1307-46), who was certainly responsible for a number of construction works in the 
Outer Court area (4). 

2 The earliest in situ finds were Saxo-Norman, but the earliest layers in the stratigraphical sequence are 
undated. 

3 The considerable number of fragments of Roman tile recovered from this small area suggest systematic 
looting from a derelict Roman structure nearby (see Chapter 5). 




