
I N T R O D U C T I O N

he dating of early ecclesiastical buildings 
has until recently been dependent on a 
limited range of techniques, some more 

reliable than others. Contemporary documentary 
material and archaeological excavations with 
datable finds are two particularly reliable forms 
of evidence, although the availability of the 
former and the opportunity for the latter are 
limited. Studies related to church architecture 
have gradually established the recognition of 
changing building styles with time, and for many, 
these have afforded the principal means of early 
ecclesiastical dating. Taylor (1978), for instance, 
provided a comprehensive summary of those 
architectural characteristics which he regarded as 
distinctive of the work of Anglo-Saxon craftsmen. 
These included features like long and short quoins 
and double-splayed windows. Taylor and Taylor 
(1965) also did much to promote the importance 
of the study of cross-cutting structures to establish 
their relative ages. Recent studies by the current 
author (Potter 2003; 2005b; 2006a) have revealed 
that ecclesiastical geology also provides a valuable 
tool for the identification of probable construction 
periods of early churches.

 Careful examination by the author of the use 
of stone in the structural aspects of Anglo-Saxon 
church building has revealed workmanship that, 
nationally, displays a remarkably comprehensive 
understanding of stone properties and qualities 
(Potter 2005b). It is evident that Anglo-Saxon 
stonemasons, desirous of using stone for 
ornamental purposes, selected this stone with 
great care. Elongated stones required for the 
important vertical element of church structures and 
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decoration, such as quoins, pilaster strips and arch 
jambs, were emplaced with their stratification or 
bedding orientated vertically. This unusual practice 
required a broad understanding of the physical 
properties of the rocks used, for with many rock 
types, vertical emplacement, as well as providing 
inferior strength, leads to water penetration, 
weathering and rock deterioration. Masons today 
(and, apart from Anglo-Saxon, in England, at all 
other periods in the use of stone), customarily place 
the stones used in their natural orientation with 
their bedding approximately horizontal. Because 
Anglo-Saxon craftsmen selected and used their 
stone in a specified manner, it proves possible to 
distinguish their workmanship from that of others: 
hence, this review of a few Sussex early churches 
is provided by way of illustration.

 In quoins, pilaster strips and arch jambs of 
Anglo-Saxon age, instances of elongated vertical 
stones have long been recognised. Terms like ‘long 
and short’ (Rickman 1836), and for arch jambs, 
‘Escomb fashion’ (Brown 1925); have been used 
to indicate the presence of such stones. It has 
only recently been noted that the bedding of such 
long stones was orientated vertically (Potter 2003). 
Of even greater significance, vertical orientation 
of bedding in instances where the stones were 
not geometrically long (as in side-alternate or 
megalithic quoins), has also been recognised 
(Potter 2003). As the bedding orientation of 
Anglo-Saxon decoratively- or structurally-placed 
stones is, therefore, of consequence, a simplified 
nomenclature has been established (Potter 2005a; 
2005b), as follows.

 Ashlar stones placed in quoins (Fig. 1a) may 
be placed with their bedding or stratification in 
one of three orientations: Bedding Horizontal 

T
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(i.e. as originally deposited as a sediment), or BH; 
Bedding Vertical with bedding Face to the Left, or 
BVFL; or Bedding Vertical Face to the Right, or 
BVFR. Subject to a supply of suitable stones, their 
disposition within quoins was then frequently in 
a pattern, for example BVFR, BVFL, BH, BVFR, 
BVFL, BH, etc, or BVFL, BVFR, BVFL, BVFR, etc. 
In pilaster strips, there are again three options for 
stone emplacement (Fig. 1b): Bedding Horizontal 
or BH; Bedding Vertical Face Bedded or BVFB (i.e. 
with the rock face parallel to the building face); 
and Bedding Vertical Edge Bedded or BVEB (i.e. 

with the rock face parallel to the vertical joints 
in the wall). Finally, there are also three possible 
orientations in arch jamb stones (Fig. 1c): Bedding 
Horizontal or BH; Bedding Vertical with rock Face 
Into the Arch or BVFIA; and Bedding Vertical Edge 
Into Arch or BVEIA. BH stones are used to varying 
degrees in Anglo-Saxon work according to any 
requirement to tie the structure concerned into the 
wall(s). It should be noted that the last option for 
the orientation of stones in arch jambs (BVEIA) 
has not been observed in churches of Anglo-Saxon 
age (Potter 2005b).

Fig. 1a. Typical stone settings for a 
quoin. In the current parlance stones 
1–3 would be described as ‘side-
alternate’ and 3–7 as ‘long and short’. 
The orientation of the bedding or 
stratification in each of the stones can 
also be described: stones 1, 3, and 7 
are bedded vertically with the bedding 
facing to the right, or BVFR; stones 
2 and 5 are bedded vertically with 
their bedding facing to the left, or 
BVFL; and stones 4 and 6 are bedded 
normally and horizontally, or BH.

Fig. 1b.  Typical stone settings 
for a pilaster strip. Stones 1, 
3 and 5 are set normally with 
their bedding or stratification 
horizontal, or BH. Of these, 
two stones 3 and 5 have been 
cut back so that their proud 
surface is of pilaster width. 
Stones 2 and 6 have the 
orientation of their bedding 
placed vertically, with the 
bedding parallel to any 
vertical (such as wall joints), 
they are, therefore, edge 
bedded, or BVEB. Stone 4 
also has vertically orientated 
bedding but in this case the 
bedding face is parallel to the 
wall, the stone is, therefore, 
face bedded, or BVFB. Stone 4 
has also been cut back.

Fig. 1c.  Typical stone settings for arch jambs. 
The arch is shown without imposts. The 
orientation of the bedding or stratification 
in stones 3 and 5 is normal and horizontal 
and may be described as BH. Stones 2 and 
4 are, however, bedded vertically with their 
bedding facing into the arch, or BVFIA. Stone 
1 is bedded vertically but in this instance the 
bedding vertical edge faces into the arch and 
the stone may be described as BVEIA. This last 
orientation of stone has yet to be observed in 
Anglo-Saxon arch jambs and an Escomb style 
arch contains only BVFIA and BH stones in 
its jambs.
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 For the purposes of identification of Anglo-
Saxon structures, there are certain limitations 
on the employment of the above nomenclature. 
Certain stones used by the Anglo-Saxons may 
possess only weak evidence of their natural bedding, 
or as is the case with flints, no stratification at all. 
More frequently, the problems of orientation 
identification relate to height from the ground: 
externally, grime, lichen and moss cover; and 
internally, lack of illumination and obliteration 
by later cover such as limewash. In the following 
identifications and descriptions stones are 
numbered consecutively 1,2,3,4,5…. from the 
ground, to the highest identifiable stone.

 Nine West Sussex churches have been selected to 
illustrate briefly the importance of stone orientation 
as a means of identification of Anglo-Saxon 
craftsmanship. The descriptions that follow, therefore, 
do not detail the architectural elements provided 
by previous authors, rather, they examine aspects 
of stone emplacement and ecclesiastical geology.

S T  M A RY  M A G D A L E N E ,  B O L N E Y  
( T Q  2 6 1 2 2 6 )

Although Sharpe (1854, 14) referred to Bolney 
church as possessing ‘traces of undoubted Saxon 
work’, and subsequently Dale (1858) drew attention 
to the south doorway, the early fabric of this church 
has received little further consideration. Brown 
referred to the Saxon character of the church in 
1903, but omitted the church from his lists of 1925. 
Taylor and Taylor (1965, 79) stated that ‘the main 
fabric of the church is almost certainly Norman 
rather than Anglo-Saxon’, but in a very brief 
description they also drew attention to the Anglo-
Saxon features of the arch of the south doorway. 
The doorway to the nave, which Jessep (1917, 48) 
suggested was ‘possibly cut by Saxon masons under 
Norman supervision’, proved too enclosed and 
in darkness for the present author to examine in 
detail. The orientations of the stones in the jambs 
suggest, as far as can be determined, that they do 
not preserve Anglo-Saxon craftsmanship. Salzman 
(1940, 139) regarded the earliest features at Bolney, 
including the doorway, as dating from about 1100.

 The nave and chancel walls are principally 
constructed of irregularly shaped blocks of fine-
grained, weathered yellow to brown, absorbent 
sandstone, probably from the Upper Tunbridge 
Wells Sandstone of the Hastings Beds Formation. 

Larger blocks of this stone are used in the quoins. 
There, they are set in side-alternate style with, in 
a geometrical sense, no ‘long’ stones evident. The 
chancel quoins reveal evidence, however, of the 
early origins of the church for the lower stones 
are set as follows:

SE Quoin NE Quoin

9 BVFR Orientation uncertain

8 BVFL BVFL

7 BH BVFR

6 BH BVFL 

5 Orientation uncertain BVFR

4 BH BVFR

3 Orientation uncertain BVFR

2 BVFL BVFR

1 BVFR Orientation oblique 
Set on square plinth

Although in this instance, there is no pattern to 
the arrangement of successive stones in either 
quoin, and the stones of the original Anglo-Saxon 
style may have been relaid, the presence of stones 
displaying vertically-orientated bedding is believed 
to provide an indication of their early origin. 

 Salzman (1940, 139) proposed that the south 
wall of the nave and the south and east walls of 
the chancel were built in the same period (i.e. 
about 1100). The northeast quoin of the nave, 
however, contains no stones set in Anglo-Saxon 
style, the rocks are less weathered and paler, and it 
is apparent that this quoin has been reconstructed. 
The nave and chancel are roofed in Horsham Stone 
from the Weald Clay Formation and the axis of the 
chancel is deflected strongly to the north. 

 Supplementary evidence that the nave and 
chancel walls contain Anglo-Saxon stone in 
their fabric is provided by the presence of several 
blocks of ferruginously-cemented gravel. In the 
London Basin this material, representing an iron-
enriched Superficial deposit like river gravel, has 
been recognised as being a stone characteristically 
quarried by the Anglo-Saxons (Potter 2001; 2003). 
There are also occasional pieces of iron-enriched 
sandstone from the Lower Greensand, most 
probably from the Folkestone Formation, which 
have been used for repairs in the walls.

 Bolney church is approached through a 
lychgate constructed in 1905. The gate and its 
adjoining walls are built of blocks of ‘Sussex Marble’; 
a muddy limestone, crammed with large Viviparus 
gastropods from the local Weald Clay Formation.
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S T  M A RY,  C H I T H U R S T  ( S U  8 4 2 2 3 0 )

As at Bolney church, Sharpe (1854, 14) suggested 
that there were traces of Saxon work at Chithurst 
church. Again, he failed to support this statement. 
Johnston (1912) considered the oldest parts of the 
church to date from about 1080 and described the 
quoins as built of ‘hard local yellow-grey sandstone’. 
Salzman (1953, 5) identified both the nave and 
chancel as being of eleventh-century date and noted 
that the church was recorded in the Domesday 
record. The presence of some herringbone work in 
the walls (and now barely visible), led Poole (1948), 
and later Nairn and Pevsner (1965, 186), to propose 
that the work was entirely Norman. In both the 
belief of Taylor and Taylor (1965, 13) and the present 
author, herringbone work is as much an Anglo-
Saxon feature as that of any other period. Jessep 
(1917, 49) found the church ‘difficult to assign to a 
definite date’ but probably built after the Conquest. 
Taylor and Taylor (1965, 157) placed the church in 
Period C3 (i.e. 950–1100).

 Just one quoin at Chithurst church appears to 
preserve its original Anglo-Saxon workmanship. 
Set in side-alternate style, the northwest quoin of 
the nave is built of blocks of bioturbated, yellow to 
grey, sandstone from the local Hythe Beds placed as 
follows: Stone 1, BH; 2, Uncertain orientation; 3, 
BVFL; 4, BVFR; 5, BVFL; 6, BVFR. The southwest 
quoin of the nave preserves just one obvious 
BVFR stone: all the church quoins other than the 
northwest quoin of the nave having apparently 
been wholly or partially rebuilt. 

 The shape of the chancel arch is, as indicated 
by Taylor and Taylor (1965, 157), very indicative 
of Anglo-Saxon work. However, although some 
stones are emplaced with their bedding orientated 
vertically, many appear to have been reset or 
replaced. The tall, thin walls of the church 
are covered in a thin render, but appear to be 
constructed of a rubble of arenaceous Hythe Beds, 
widely spaced in mortar, as is typical of Anglo-Saxon 
construction in regions of quality stone shortage.

S T  N I C H O L A S ,  P O L I N G  ( T Q  0 4 6 0 4 6 )

The structural elements of Poling church have been 
described by, amongst others, Johnston (1918, 
34; 1919; 1921), Brown (1925, 476), Poole (1948), 
Taylor and Taylor (1965, 496) and Steer (1986). 
Johnston (1919) presented a particularly accurate 
account of the early features of Poling church 

and the information obtained from the Anglo-
Saxon orientations of the stones only provides 
supplementary and supportive evidence.

 The north wall of the church is constructed of 
random quarried flints. These can be distinguished 
from ‘field-picked’ flints by their unweathered 
cortex and lack of iron-staining. In the wall are 
both an Anglo-Saxon double-splayed window and 
the original northeast quoin of the nave (Fig. 2). 
The four major stones visible in the jambs of the 
window are of Caen Stone and they are clearly 
replacements. Steer (1986, 1) incorrectly indicated 
that these jamb stones were of Upper Chalk. There 
are also four stones in the quoin and these are of 
Quarr Stone erected in semi-long and short pattern. 
These are orientated; BH, BVFR, BVFL, BH in 
Anglo-Saxon style. 

 About 1190, the chancel was lengthened, and 
widened, both internally and externally, to the 
same width as the nave. The original quoin stones 
were incorporated at that time into the lower 
portions of the eastern quoins of the chancel (a 
feature noted also by Johnston, 1919, 76):

SE Quoin NE Quoin 

Face alternate higher stones, smaller and all BH 

10 BVFL BVFR

 9 BVFL BVFL

 8 BH BVFR

 7 BVFL BVFL 

 6 BH BVFR

 5 BH BVFL

 4 BVFL BVFR 

 3 BVFL BVFL

 2 BH BH

 1 BVFR BVFL 
Thin plinth

In the emplacement of its stones the northeast 
quoin probably most closely relates to that of the 
original Anglo-Saxon quoin. The stones are again 
of Quarr, although stone 4 in the southeast quoin 
includes fossil gastropods of the typical Bembridge 
Limestone facies. The quarried flints in the north 
wall of the chancel are laid in courses with ‘lifts’ 
(frequently evidence of early Norman work), 
unlike those randomly placed in the older wall 
of the nave.

 Previous descriptions of the church relating 
to aspects of the geology should be corrected. 
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Johnston (1919, 76) suggested that some of the 
stones in the east quoins of the chancel were of 
Caen Stone. This identification requires correction, 
for the lowest ten chancel quoin stones are, as now 
described, of Quarr Stone. Internally, the round 
Norman pier supporting the arcade is of Caen 
Stone (with an impost of Quarr Stone), but much 
of the remainder of the arcade, although covered 
in a wash, appears to be built of Upper Chalk, 
suggesting that it is of a slightly later date than the 
pier. There are some Horsham Stone slabs on the 
lower parts of the roof. 

 Of particular significance is Johnston’s use 
of the rock name ‘Pulborough stone’ (p. 80) or 
‘Pulborough sand-stone’ (p. 83). Both the south 
doorway of the nave (Johnston, 1919, 80) and the 
tower (p. 83, dated about 1420) were described 
as including this rock type. In both places 
and elsewhere, as the tower arch, this rock on 
examination proves to be a bioturbated coarse 
sandstone with wispy black inclusions obtained 
from the Hythe Beds. A rock from the Hythe Beds 

resembling this description ‘from east of the Arun’ 
was described by Wooldridge in 1928 (p. 233). In 
the same report and on the same page, Wooldridge 
also described ‘a thick sandstone that it is proposed 
to call the Pulborough Sand-rock. This forms an 
escarpment from west of Pulborough to Middle 
Mare’. The Sand-rock occurs within the Sandgate 
Formation and was described by Wooldridge as 
‘a fine-grained, soft sandstone, minutely bedded, 
and white to pale yellow in colour’. Confusion 
has subsequently ensued between the two unlike, 
but similarly-named rocks. In geological circles 
Pulborough Sand Rock (as in Kirkaldy 1933; 1935; 
1937; Gallois 1965) or Pulborough Sandrock (as in 
Humphries, 1964; Bristow & Morter 1983; Farrant 
2002) has referred to the soft, finer sandstone from 
the Sandgate Formation (although at least one 
exception is known). 

 A century before the Wooldridge brief 
descriptions of the two rock types, Martin (1828) 
described ‘Pulborough stone’, and it is clear from 
the context of his description that he was referring 

Fig. 2. Part of the north wall of St Nicholas, Poling (TQ 046046), in which the difference in the manner of use of flints is 
depicted. To the west (right), the partially rendered nave wall is constructed of widely-spaced, randomly placed flints of 
typical Anglo-Saxon style, these are replaced to the east, by flints which are set in courses probably laid in Norman times 
when the chancel was rebuilt. The remnants of the Anglo-Saxon, Quarr Stone northeast nave quoin, in which the second 
and third stones are emplaced with their bedding orientated vertically, can be observed between the two types of flint wall. 
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to the Hythe Beds stone. Samples of the stone 
can be seen today in the quarries at Little Bognor 
Common (TQ 007213). Archaeological papers 
have tended to refer to ‘Pulborough sandstone’ 
(in the first instance by Johnston 1907, 335), but 
have nearly always assumed that this rock was 
identical to the ‘Pulborough Sandrock’ and from the 
Sandgate Formation (e.g. Milner-Gulland 1988, 93), 
rather than from the Hythe Beds. The distinction is 
important for the Pulborough stone (of Johnston, 
and from the Hythe Beds) appears to have been 
used by Anglo-Saxon, Norman and Gothic masons, 
whereas the softer and finer Pulborough Sandrock 
(of Wooldridge, and from the Sandgate Formation) 
has been used both for local domestic buildings and 
as a moulding sand. The ‘Sandrock’ is well displayed 
for instance in the farm buildings immediately to 
the north-west of the church. It may not have been 
used in churches prior to the sixteenth century and, 
therefore, it principally occurs in repair work or 
minor extensions.

 In detail, Pulborough Stone occurs in the four-
centred arch of the south doorway of the nave and as 
one course in the jambs. Other stones in these jambs 
are Quarr Stone and, in particular, replacement 
materials of Caen Stone and Upper Chalk. The tower 
is mainly built of flint rubble, with Pulborough 
Stone occurring principally in the buttresses. The 
simple font, which is probably Anglo-Saxon, is also 
constructed of Pulborough Stone.

 S T  B O T O L P H ,  H A R D H A M  
( T Q  0 3 8 1 7 6 )

Hardham church is renowned for the preservation of 
its early wall paintings, well described by Johnston 
(1901), and usually dated to the latter part of 
the eleventh or early part of the twelfth century. 
Externally, the church walls, with the exception 
of the quoins, are currently, generally covered in a 
thick lime-washed render, but Johnston stated that 
they were built ‘of local sandstone and iron stone 
rubble’. The ironstone would have probably been 
gathered from the Folkestone Formation. Local 
facies variations in the Lower Greensand rocks 
(Kirkaldy 1935) introduce the Pulborough Sandrock 
unit in the Sandgate Formation in this area, and 
either this rock or sandstone from the Hythe Beds 
would meet the description of local sandstone. 
Roman box flue-tiles have been left exposed on the 
north and south walls of the chancel. 

 The architectural structure and fabric of 
Hardham church have attracted limited attention. 
Taylor and Taylor (1965, 283) stated that ‘The 
church is difficult to date with certainty … a 
number of original features have survived … all of 
the type that could belong to either the late-Saxon 
period or to the early Norman.’ A study of the 
discernible stone orientations tends to reflect this 
statement. The six major external quoins appear 
to delineate the plan of a late Anglo-Saxon church. 
All quoin stones, including replacement stones, are 
constructed of grey to greenish sandstone from the 
Hythe Beds set in side-alternate style. Details of five 
of these quoins are given below. In the east of the 
chancel the stones are orientated:

SE Quoin NE Quoin

Eaves of chancel

12–13 BH ?replacements 13 BH ?replacement 

10–11 Uncertain 12 Uncertain

9 BVFL 11 BVFR

8 BH 10 BVFL

7 BVFL 9 Uncertain

6 BH 8 BVFL

5 BVFL 7 BH

4 BVFR 5–6 BH replacements

3 Roof tile replacements 4 BVFL

2 BH 3 BVFR

1 BVFL 2 BVFL

1 Uncertain

The stone orientations in the southwest nave quoin 
are only poorly preserved (stone 2 is BVFR) and 
this quoin appears to have been rebuilt, but the 
other three nave quoins display:

NW Quoin SE Quoin NE Quoin

Eaves

12–13 Some stones Higher Uncertain

11 replaced, others BVFR

10 uncertain stones BH

9 BVFR Uncertain

8 BVFL uncertain BH

7 BH BH BVFR

6 BH ?replaced BH BH

5 Replacement BVFL BVFR

4 Replacement BVFR BVFL

3 Replacement 
BH

BVFL BVFR

2 BVFL BVFR BVFL

1 BH BH BVFR
On square plinth 
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All the quoin stones contain variable quantities 
of glauconite and black thin wispy cherts which 
distinguish the original bedding. The quoins of 
Hardham church are unusual in that on occasions 
the quoin stones are supported by a second stone, 
a feature noted also at nearby Greatham church 
(Milner-Gulland 1988). 

 The south doorway to the nave, which Jessep 
(1917) thought might be attributable to a pre-
Conquest period, is blocked with brickwork of 
seventeenth-century date (Johnston 1901, 77). No 
trace of the door is currently visible internally. The 
exterior of the jambs of this doorway, which Taylor 
and Taylor (1965, 283) described as being ‘of early 
form’, exhibit stones orientated only partially in 
an Anglo-Saxon manner:

W. Jamb E. Jamb 

7 BH BH

6 BVFIA BH

5 Uncertain Uncertain

4 BVFIA BVFIA

3 BVEIA Render covered

2 BVFIA BVFIA

1 BVEIA? BVEIA

Replacement stones cover base
 
A number of the stones, including all those 
orientated BVEIA, appear to have been replaced 
early in the history of the doorway. Heavy re-
pointing, however, makes it impossible to verify 
the true relationships for certain.

 The architectural design of the three visible 
early windows of this church was discussed by 
Taylor and Taylor (1965, 283). An opportunity 
to scrutinise the orientation of their stones 
could provide additional information as to their 
date, but from ground level they seem to be of 
Norman construction. The font is constructed of 
Pulborough Stone. 

 The chancel arch at Hardham is well-preserved 
and stone bedding orientations are relatively clear 
and not set in typical Anglo-Saxon style. Only the 
imposts and alternate arch voussoirs are through-
stones, the courses in the jambs each consisting 
of two, neatly dressed stones. One set of vertical 
joints (between stones) in alternate courses in 
each jamb (north jamb, west side; south jamb, east 
side) have been carefully aligned, indicating that 
the stonemason(s) probably worked the stones on 
site. There is some evidence that the nave-chancel 

dividing wall may have been rebuilt to the height 
of the apex of the chancel arch, for where internal 
plaster has fallen, immediately above the south 
impost, east side, an uncovered stone suggests that 
this wall may be built of coursed stones. If this is 
correct, the work is typical of early Norman work 
seen elsewhere, such as at Tichborne (Hampshire), 
Dymock (Gloucestershire), and Stoughton (see 
below), where ashlar stones have been placed in 
courses. In such walls, adjoining stones are often set 
with their bedding orientated in different directions 
(Potter 2005b; 2006a), the possible result of the 
employment of Anglo-Saxon masons. It seems likely, 
therefore, that the original Anglo-Saxon chancel 
arch was rebuilt not long into its history.

 The existence of ashlar stones, placed to give 
strength within the internal angle between the nave 
and chancel, does not appear to have been discussed 
elsewhere. A few of these stones stand with their 
bedding vertical. It is feasible to conjecture that 
these stones were added to the rubble walls at the 
time of modification of the chancel arch to provide 
additional strength. These chancel wall stones seem 
to be later, for they do not align horizontally with 
those in the eastern nave quoins, and on the north 
side the lowest chancel wall stone overrides the 
plinth of the nave’s north-east quoin.

 The final answers to the dates of construction 
of Hardham church must remain somewhat 
speculative until such a time when the external 
render at least has been removed. The positions 
of the principal quoins specify the plan of a late 
Saxon church, other aspects of the currently visible 
portions of the building, such as the chancel arch, 
suggest work completed in the years immediately 
after the Conquest. 

S T  J A M E S ,  S E L H A M  ( S U  9 3 3 2 0 6 )

Salzman (1953, 81) described the nave and chancel 
of Selham church as eleventh century; the west 
tower of the church having been destroyed by 
1791. Poole (1948) advocated a Saxo-Norman date 
with the north doorway being ‘quite definitely 
Saxon’. The chancel, because of its herringbone 
work, was described as Norman in age. Jessep (1917, 
55) and Nairn and Pevsner (1965, 318) followed 
similar arguments. Taylor and Taylor (1965, 
536) provided a full and reasoned account of the 
architectural features of the church to propose a 
late Saxon date for the structure.
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 The side-alternate quoin stones in each 
instance are of sandy, often bioturbated Hythe 
Beds; the same material forms the majority of the 
wall stone. In this stone the wispy iron-enriched 
layers of typical Pulborough Stone are uncommon, 
although the early tub font is of such material. It 
proved possible to determine the stone orientation 
of three of the principal nave quoins:

NW Quoin SW Quoin NE Quoin

Higher stones: orientation proved impossible to determine

8 BH

7 BH BVFR BVFR

6 Not determined Not determined BVFL

5 BVFL BVFR BVFR

4 BVFR BH BVFL

3 BH BVFR Stone replaced

2 BVFR BVFL Stone replaced (BH)

1 Not determined BH Stone replaced

The northeast quoin of the chancel provided 
the following quoin stone orientations; Stone 1: 

impossible to determine; 2: BVFR; 3: BH; 4: BVFR; 
5: BVFL. All the early walls tend to have their fabric 
set in herringbone style and the loss of an early 
west tower is reflected in the west nave wall not 
displaying this style. It is, therefore, possible that 
stones of the nave’s west quoins may have been reset.

 The north doorway to the nave (Fig. 3), 
originally Anglo-Saxon, now proves to be much 
repaired, particularly at the bottom of each jamb. 
At least two stones either side of the door, however, 
are orientated BVFIA.

 The dating and construction of the Selham 
church, Pulborough Stone, chancel arch, with 
its dissimilar capitals, caused considerable 
consternation to the earlier authors, although the 
architectural description offered by Taylor and 
Taylor (1965, 537–9) must be near to authenticity. 
With strong lighting and an element of cleaning 
it would be possible to determine the chancel 
arch stone orientations and confirm or negate the 
Taylor’s interpretations.

S T  M A RY  T H E  V I R G I N ,  S T O P H A M 
( T Q  0 2 6 1 8 9 )

Sharpe (1854) appears to have been the first to 
suggest that Stopham church possessed traces of 
Anglo-Saxon workmanship. A paper by Robinson 
(1877) failed to comment on the age of the church 
fabric; Brown (1903; 1925, 480) stated that the 
church was ‘hard to date’ and Poole (1948), likewise, 
placed the church within the period of Saxo-Norman 
overlap. Nairn and Pevsner (1965, 341) opted for a 
‘very early Norman’ date. On the evidence of the 
south nave doorway, the megalithic quoins and the 
tall, thin walls, Taylor and Taylor (1965, 579) dated 
the nave as being ‘shortly before the Conquest’.

 Three of the nave quoins at Stopham church 
illustrate an element of Anglo-Saxon stone 
emplacement in at least the visible lower stones:

SW Quoin SE Quoin
(Fig. 4)

NE Quoin

Impossible to read orientation: 
some certainly replacements

All higher stones 
replaced

7 BVFL Uncertain

6 BH BH 

5 BVFL BH BV, direction 
uncertain

4 BH BVFL BH 

3 BH BH BH

2 BH, replacement BVFL BVFR

1 BVFL BVFR Uncertain 

Fig. 3. Although much repaired, the north doorway to the 
nave of St James, Selham (SU 933206) still preserves its 
simple, tall and narrow Anglo-Saxon features.
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At least one stone in the northwest quoin is BVFL. 
The lowest two stones of the reset northeast 
chancel quoin are both large and placed BVFL 
in Anglo-Saxon style. The comparable stones in 
the southeast quoin of the chancel are covered 
by a later buttress and all the visible quoin stones 
are placed BH. The Anglo-Saxon stones emplaced 
in the quoins are generally set in a side-alternate 
pattern and are of the same grey-green, arenaceous 
Hythe Beds with distinctive black wispy cherts, as 
particularly observed at both Poling and Hardham 
churches. In the north wall of the chancel there are 
traces of both a blocked early door and a blocked 
early window.

 The same Pulborough Stone is used for other 
church structures such as the nave doorways, the 
west doorway of the tower (now blocked), the 
nave and chancel arches and the early font. Some 
of these features date from as late as the thirteenth 
century and Post-Conquest dates are confirmed 
by their stone settings. For example, the west 
doorway of the tower has all stones orientated BH 
and the two principal arches possess no obvious 
stones placed BVFIA (although in the chancel 
arch there is some evidence of early alterations). In 
contrast, the exterior column stones to the original 
south doorway of the nave are placed BVFIA 
supporting the Taylor and Taylor (1965, 578–80) 
contention of a pre-Conquest date. Unfortunately, 
without cleaning and more suitable illumination, 
the orientation of the jamb stones inside either 
of the north or south doorways could not be 
determined. Only the lowest stones in each jamb 
are large, and the majority of the stones appear to 
be replacements. 

 A variety of Lower Greensand rocks may be 
observed within the fabric of the church walls. 
The north porch is more recently built and is 
constructed in part of the Pulborough Sandrock 
from the Sandgate Formation. The church roofing 
is of Horsham Stone and the chancel floor is of large 
Viviparus Limestone (‘Sussex Marble’), both rock 
types from the Wealden, Weald Clay Formation.

S T  M A RY,  S T O U G H T O N  ( S U  8 0 1 1 1 5 )

Despite the record of a church at the time of 
the Domesday Survey, St Mary, Stoughton has 
received but limited attention. Brown (1925, 480) 
regarded the church as a Norman structure ‘with 
Saxon survivals’ in its double-splayed windows. 

Jessep (1917, 39–40), Poole (1948) and Nairn and 
Pevsner (1965, 344) argued the case for a church 
built in the period of either Saxo-Norman overlap 
or Pre-Conquest Norman influence. Salzman 
(1953, 124–5) described the chancel and transepts 
as eleventh-century and the nave as having been 
‘built or reconditioned’ in the thirteenth century. 
Only the chancel was proposed as Anglo-Saxon, 
being ‘probably the very building mentioned in 
Domesday Book’. The case for the church originally 
being of late Anglo-Saxon construction was, 
however, well made by Taylor and Taylor (1965, 
581–3). The double-splayed windows may be 
observed in the western walls of the transepts and 
today, the southern transept rises to a tower.

 A scrutiny of the geology of the principal quoin 
stones reveals something of the constructional 

Fig. 4. Early morning sun shines on the southeast quoin 
of the nave of St Mary the Virgin, Stopham (TQ 026189). 
Stone 2 from the ground, of Pulborough Stone, clearly 
shows its vertical bedding and BVFL orientation. The 
orientations of other stones require more detailed scrutiny. 
A piece of modern roofing tile has been set into the 
pointing between Stones 2 and 3.
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history of the church. In most quoins, up to about 
two metres in height, the stones are of Quarr Stone, 
above this, sandstone blocks from the Hythe Beds, 
with occasional Quarr blocks, occur. As far as can be 
determined only the lower portions of the quoins 
are laid in Anglo-Saxon style. Render and lichen 
cover currently make the orientation of many stones 
difficult to determine, but the lower side-alternate 
Quarr Stone portions of the following quoins provide:

NW Quoin NE Quoin SW Quoin SE Quoin

N Transept N Transept S Transept S Transept

 Higher stones mainly of sandstone from the Hythe Beds, 
orientation uncertain 

5 BVFR BVFR BVFL BVFR

4 BH BVFL BVFR BVFL

3 BVFR BVFR BH BVFR

2 BVFL Oblique BVFR BVFL

1 BVFL Orientation 
uncertain

Orientation 
uncertain

BVFR 

Stone below 
covered by 
gully

The lowest five stones in the nave quoins display: 

NW Quoin NE Quoin SE Quoin

Higher stones mainly of sandstone from the Hythe Beds, 
orientation uncertain

5 BVFR Uncertain (Hythe 
sandstone) 

BH (Hythe 
sandstone) 

4 BVFL BVFL BH

3 BVFR BH BVFR

2 BVFL BVFL BVFL

1 BH Orientation 
uncertain

BVFR

Stone below 
render 
covered 

The lowest stones in the two chancel quoins 
provide: 

NE Quoin SE Quoin

Higher stones mainly of sandstone from the Hythe Beds, 
orientation uncertain

5 BVFL (Hythe sandstone) BH (Hythe sandstone) 

4 BVFR BH

3 BVFL BVFR 

2 BVFR BVFL

1 BH BH

A small block of Quarr (BVFL) has been inset, 
presumably as a repair, into stone 5 in the southeast 
quoin above. The Hythe Beds sandstone in the 
quoins is brown, fairly coarse and bioturbated.

 Stoughton church possesses quoins at the 
re-entrant angles between both the nave, and 
the transepts and the chancel. Again, only their 
lowest stones are of Quarr Stone and some of these 
are emplaced with their bedding vertical. Both 
north and south doorways of the nave have been 
rebuilt, but some Quarr Stone blocks remain, and 
particularly in the jambs of the south door these 
may be seen to be orientated BVFIA. The walls 
of the church are generally covered externally in 
render but, where visible, are constructed of broken 
or knapped, and sometimes set edgewise, quarried 
flints. In the west end of the nave and the lower 
levels of the south wall of the south transept these 
are set in herringbone fashion.

 Taylor and Taylor (1965, 581–3), on the basis 
of detailed architectural features and in opposition 
to all other authors cited above, regarded the 
chancel arch as late Anglo-Saxon. As far as could 
be determined, the orientations of the chancel arch 
stonework fail to support Saxon craftsmanship. 
Stones are set mainly to rest on their natural 
bedding (BH), supporting the views of Brown 
(1925, 419) of a ‘fine chancel arch with volute caps’ 
of Norman construction.

 Interpretation of the geology and stonework, 
therefore, suggests that the present Stoughton 
church, although built to its current dimensions 
in late Anglo-Saxon times, was extensively 
reconstructed subsequent to the Conquest. Much of 
the wall fabric appears to be original and rebuilding 
on such a large scale could possibly indicate wide-
scale damage perhaps as the result of fire.

A L L  H A L L O W S ,  W O O L B E D I N G  
( S U  8 7 2 2 2 6 )

The Anglo-Saxon origins of Woolbeding church 
have long been recognized: both Sharpe (1854) 
and Walford (1856, 246) drew attention to the 
pilasters. Brown (1903; 1925, 488), Jessep (1917, 
42), Fletcher and Jackson (1945), Poole (1948), 
Salzman (1953, 86–7), Nairn and Pevsner (1965, 
385) and Taylor and Taylor (1965, 684–5) provide 
descriptions of varying quality with regard to the 
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church. The church is mentioned in the Domesday 
record and of this church only the nave remains 
today. The nave preserves on its north wall, at least 
in part, three of its original pilaster strips as well 
as its early quoins. Together with an altered and 
blocked south doorway, evidence of six pilaster 
strips can be observed on the south wall. Both 
walls are unfortunately covered in a thick pebble-
dash render.

 Both the nave strip-work and the quoins are 
completed in bioturbated sandstone from the 
Hythe Beds. The pilaster strip stones tend to be 
of nearly equal length, rather than the customary 
‘long and short’. Unusually, vertically orientated 
bedding tends to be predominant in the stones in 
the lower portions of each strip. In the south nave 
wall the five eastern pilaster strips (numbered 1. to 
5. from the west) display in their lowest stones the 
following orientations:
West East

1 2 3 4 5

All higher stones of uncertain orientation and of Hythe 
sandstone

7 BVFB 
(oblique)

- - - -

6 BVFB 
(oblique)

- BVEB - -

5 ? BVEB BVFB 
(oblique)

BVFB? -

4 BVFB BVEB BVEB BVFB? BVFB

3 BVEB BVFB BVEB BVEB BVEB

2 BH BVFB BVEB BVEB BVFB 
(oblique)

Lowest stone in all instances of uncertain orientation
 
Between the pilaster strips 1. and 2. above, is a 
blocked south doorway to the nave. In this, as far as 
can be determined, the jamb stones have been set 
in orthodox Anglo-Saxon style, alternating BVFIA 
and BH. The stones in both the doorway and the 
pilasters are of greenish sandstone with rare iron-
enriched filaments, from the Hythe Beds.

 The pilaster strips and visible nave quoins 
on the north wall are more lichen-covered and 
the stone bedding orientation is more difficult to 
read. The lower stones of the eastern strip have 
been replaced for about two metres. Only the 
lowest stones in each quoin reflect Anglo-Saxon 
workmanship, with many of the blocks above the 
fifth stone being either hard to read or replaced. 
With the lowest stone in each quoin of uncertain 
orientation, stones 2. to 5. read as follows: north-

west quoin; Oblique, BVFR, BVFL, BVFR; north-
east quoin; BVFR, uncertain, BVFR, BVFL.

 The early eighteenth-century tower is built of a 
Hythe Beds sandstone with the pointing garnished 
with fragments of Folkestone Sand Formation 
ironstone.

S T  M A RY  T H E  V I R G I N ,  S O M P T I N G 
( T Q  1 6 1 0 5 6 )

Few churches or, more particularly church towers 
(Fig. 5), can have attracted so much attention 
as that at Sompting. Contributions of varying 
importance which refer to the description of the 
tower and the debate as to its age include those 
of Rickman (1836), Wright (1845), Sharpe (1853), 
Hannah (1880), Lynam (1886), André (1898), 
Brown (1903; 1925, 479), Crouch (1910), Jessep 

Fig. 5. The south face of the tower of Sompting Church (TQ 
161056); a church which is renowned for its famous helm 
spire. Above the string course the quoin stones, which are 
of different rock types, all appear to have their bedding 
orientated horizontally in typical Post-Conquest fashion. 
Note that the two belfry windows do not align.
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(1917, 36-9), Clapham (1935), Fletcher and Jackson 
(1945), Poole (1948), Jackson and Fletcher (1949), 
Eden (1959), Fisher (1962), Nairn and Pevsner 
(1965, 330), Rivoira (1975), Hewett (1978), Hudson 
(1980), Taylor and Taylor (1965, 558–62), Fernie 
(1983), Gem (1983) and Aldsworth and Harris 
(1988). These and other authors have argued for 
the tower being of Anglo-Saxon (generally late 
Anglo-Saxon), of more than one age, or of Norman 
construction. Aldsworth and Harris (1988), 
following a detailed examination of the fabric, 
proposed that the tower had been built in two 
phases (the lowest pre-Conquest, and the string 
course and above of late eleventh-century age), with 
the helm spire of a further, dendrochronologically 
dated, early thirteenth-century date. A church is 
recorded in the Domesday record.

 From ground level it proves impossible to 
determine the disposition of the stones in the 
quoins and pilasters above the first stage of the 
tower. However, with powerful binoculars, it is 
evident, where they are discernible, that the stones 
in the second stage are placed in a post-Anglo-
Saxon BH style. The orientation of those stones 
that could be interpreted in the first stage is given 
below. Unless otherwise stated these are of Quarr 
Stone from the Isle of Wight, although a few of 
these stones approach the lithological facies of the 
standard Bembridge Limestone. The stones of the 
southwest quoin of the tower can be examined on 
their western face (in the lowest stones) and those 
in the southeast quoin only on their southern face. 
If, as is possible, the nave is contemporary with the 
tower, this southeast quoin could be interpreted as 
a pilaster strip.

SW Quoin SE Quoin

String course between stages of the tower, of Quarr Stone 
occasionally replaced by Caen Stone

15 Small stone, too 
high to determine

18–19 Uncertain orientation 
and rock

17 BH, appears to align 
with original nave 
height

14 Replacement of 
Caen Stone

16 Uncertain orientation 
and rock

13–15 Uncertain orientation, 
of Bembridge 
Limestone

13 BH, stone 
uncertain

12 Replacement of Caen 
Stone

12 BVFL 11 BH

11 BVFR 10 Replacement of Caen 
Stone

10 BVFL 9 BH, cut back on both 
sides

9 BVFR 8 Replacement of Caen 
Stone

8 BH 7 BVFL

7 BVFR 6 BH

4–6 Replacement 
of Caen Stone 
(a portion of 4. 
remains as BH)

5 Replacement of Caen 
stone  

4 BH

3 BVFR 3 Replacement of Caen 
Stone

2 BH 2 BH

1 BVFL 1 BVFR

Modern plinth Plinth of two BH stones

The bedding orientation in Caen Stone can 
normally only be determined by means of a high-
powered lens or microscopic thin-section of the 
rock. The reasons for suggesting that this stone 
from Normandy is a replacement stone are given 
below.

 The pilaster strips are about 230 mm wide. 
Their structure has been fully described in Potter 
(2005b, 2006b). Stones in which it proves possible 
to read the bedding orientation from ground level 
occur in the south pilaster of the western face of 
the tower; in ascending order these read: 1. BVFB, 
2. BVFB, 3. BH, 4. Replacement Caen Stone, 5. 
Replacement, bioturbated, sandy Hythe Beds, 
cement covered, 6. BVEB, 7. BH, 8. Replacement 
Caen Stone, 9. BH, stone cut back N. side, 10. 
Replacement Caen Stone. The present author 
is unaware of Caen Stone having been used by 
Anglo-Saxon masons in churches elsewhere in 
England. Its first use in church architecture is 
generally attributed to the Normans. Similarly, 
any occurrence of Caen Stone in the first, Anglo-
Saxon, stage of the tower must, as indicated above, 
reflect repairs or additions of a post-Conquest 
date. This statement is, in particular, also at odds 
with the Aldsworth and Harris (1988) observation 
that the double-splayed window in the north 
wall of the tower’s first stage is constructed of 
Caen Stone. A close examination of the stones 
in this window suggests that the inner jambs 
of the window are of Caen Stone, but the arch 
stones (south side) are of Bembridge Limestone. 
A detailed examination of these jamb stones is 
urgently required to reveal whether the stone 
orientations are of an Anglo-Saxon origin (with 
its implications for many other churches in which 
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Caen Stone is used), or, as suspected, are later 
replacement stones.

 Without such an examination other arguments 
in favour of the Caen Stone being a Norman 
replacement stone must be considered. In the 
double-splayed window itself, the Caen jamb stones 
are not typically Anglo-Saxon through-stones and, 
it would be quite exceptional for their masons to 
utilise two ashlar rock types in one window. The 
window is also very unlike a second, partially filled-
in, typical Anglo-Saxon double-splayed window 
in the south wall of the nave discovered in 1969. 
Referring to the tower arch (Fig. 6), most, possibly 
all, stones appear to have been reset, and within 
the jambs BH stones are predominant. In general 
the orientation of the bedding of the Caen Stone 
could not be determined. Blocks of Quarr Stone in 
the jambs show no pattern to their emplacement 
orientation, occasionally occurring BVEIA in non-
Saxon style. It should be noted that the photogenic, 
curiously ornamented, capitals to the tower arch 
jambs are carved in a mixture of both Quarr and 
Caen Stone. The square jamb capitals of Caen Stone 
would seem to be replacements, perhaps sculptured 
to copy earlier Anglo-Saxon carvings in the manner 
executed in the tower’s external string course.

 To return to the exterior of the tower: unusually, 
Aldsworth and Harris (1988) identified four 
principal stone types in the quoins and pilasters 
of the tower throughout both of its stages. Quite 
probably the ‘Binstead Stone’ (with visible fossil 
gastropods, and a name duplicating Bembridge 
Limestone) and the Quarr Stone (with comminuted 
fossil-shell debris) were obtained from the same 
quarry, for intermediate rock lithologies occur. 
The other two common rock types identified were 
Caen Stone and a, vaguely defined, ferruginous 
sandstone. The last stone, if always the same as that 
detailed as ferruginous sandstone and seen in the 
inner stones to the arch of the doorway to the west 
face of the tower, is Pulborough Stone from the 
Hythe Beds (Fig. 7). Aldsworth and Harris proposed 
that the use of different types of stone seemed ‘to 
change with different masonry lifts’. They were, 
therefore, suggesting that all four stones (or three 
stones if ‘Quarr’ and ‘Binstead’ are attributed to 
one source) were employed at approximately the 
same time, although in two different phases of 
building. The present author, having examined 
virtually every Anglo-Saxon church nationally, 
believes that it was extremely rare for more than 

one ashlar stone-type to be incorporated into early 
church structural features (such as quoins, pilasters, 
etc.) constructed within a single period. Exceptions 
occur only where the ashlar stone source was from 
an earlier Roman building.

 It seems far more probable that the first 
stage of the Sompting tower, erected in late 
Anglo-Saxon times, possibly as either a porch 
or the western end to the nave as proposed by 
Aldsworth and Harris (1988), possessed quoins 
and pilasters (and arch to the nave) built solely 
of Quarr/Binstead Stone. Quarr Stone typically 
weathers well, but the often cavernous Bembridge 
(Binstead) Limestone weathers unsatisfactorily. 
It is noticeable that it is in the position of the 
long stones (those bedded vertically, which if of 
inferior stone would have readily deteriorated) 

Fig. 6. The east face of the north jamb of the tower arch of 
St Mary the Virgin, Sompting. Unusually, two distinct stone 
types are incorporated into the construction of the arch, 
its jambs and the capitals, Caen Stone from Normandy and 
Quarr Stone. It is suggested that the former stone was used 
to repair the arch stonework.
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that later Caen Stone has mainly been introduced. 
Finally, as noted above, the stones throughout the 
second stage quoins and pilaster strips appear to 
be bedded horizontally.

 Two additional unusual exterior features of 
the church tower should be noted. The top 1.5 m 
of the tower’s quoin stones differ structurally from 
the remainder of the second stage. This presumably 
reflects modification at the time of the addition 
of the helm spire. The tower’s west doorway, 
as discussed above, includes Pulborough Stone 
inner arch voussoirs. Recognising its occurrence 
in this early fifteenth-century (Godfrey 1951; 
Hudson 1980, 63) three-centred arch, this implies 
that the Pulborough Stone in the tower’s second 

Fig. 7. The lower portion of the west face of the Sompting 
Church tower possesses an early fifteenth-century western 
doorway that is off-centre and partially constructed of 
Pulborough Stone. Both Quarr Stone (generally darker) and 
Caen Stone are used in the quoins, the pilaster strips and 
the ornamented string course. Only the Quarr Stone in the 
lowest tower stage can be confirmed as having many of its 
blocks with their bedding set vertically in Anglo-Saxon style. 
The Caen Stone is believed to be a later replacement stone. 

stage, is also a replacement stone, but one used 
subsequently to the Caen Stone.

 The nave and chancel of Sompting church are 
roofed in Horsham Stone. Normally, these parts 
of the church are considered to have been rebuilt 
about 1154 by the Knights Templars (Hudson 1980, 
63; Aldsworth & Harris 1988). Those examining 
the church have tended to devote their attentions 
to the tower, concluding that structures to its 
east preserved, as visually is obviously apparent, 
only Norman and later construction. The double-
splayed window in the south nave wall has now 
extended the area of Anglo-Saxon workmanship. 
Scrutiny of the eastern quoins of the chancel 
suggests that these might define the eastern limits 
of the Anglo-Saxon church:

SE Quoin NE Quoin

Higher stones mainly of 
Caen Stone

Higher stones mainly of 
Caen Stone

8 BVFR? 

7 BVFL

6 BVFR 6 BH

5 BH 5 BH 

4 BH 4 BH 

3 BVFR 3 BVFL

2 BVFL 2 BVFR

1 BVFR 1 BVFL 

Resting on plinth Resting on plinth

The stones in which the orientation could be 
recorded are all of Quarr Stone and the higher 
levels of each quoin are undoubtedly rebuilt. The 
plinth appears to be a later insertion and as the 
chancel is of the same width as the nave, all stones 
must be considered as having been reset, and the 
quoins rebuilt much as in the manner followed at 
Poling church.

D I S C U S S I O N  A N D  C O N C L U S I O N S

In these descriptions of church stonework 
instances are given where structures such as 
quoins or arches are suggested as having been 
rebuilt. Justification for these observations is rarely 
given for each instance requires extensive and 
detailed explanations. Some general comments 
on features that might reflect rebuilding, however, 
can be made. Differences in stone; such as, type, 
lithology, degree of weathering, perfection of 
working and type of tooling, may each indicate 
the introduction of new workmanship. In 



  A  RE VIE W OF  SOME  EARLY  WEST  S USSEX  CHURCHES  95

structural features, the Anglo-Saxon emplacement 
of stones with vertically orientated bedding will 
be replaced at the level of rebuilding by later 
stones set in orthodox horizontally bedded 
style. Commonly observed in arch jambs, 
new stones will be inset into blocks that have 
become damaged. Frequently, the Anglo-Saxon 
craftsmen built their arches of through-stones 
(Taylor 1978, 757); replacement may be such 
that only traces of these through-stones remain. 
This degree of extensive replacement may be 
seen in the chancel arch at Chithurst. Many 
other less significant characteristics may be used 
to distinguish replacement or rebuilding, but 
one obvious feature, a change in the character 
of the cementing mortar, is rarely apparent; for 
the earlier mortars tend to become covered or 
obliterated by more modern applications such 
as repointing. 

 These nine West Sussex churches were chosen 
to illustrate the manner in which the unorthodox 
Anglo-Saxon use of certain ashlar stones enables the 
church historian to understand more completely 
different styles of workmanship in churches. Unlike 
stonemasons either preceding or subsequent to their 
period, the Anglo-Saxon masons regularly used 
stone, in both structural and ornamental features, 
with its bedding placed vertically. This unusual 
employment of stones appears to have been followed 
principally for ornamental purposes, and it involved 
a comprehensive understanding of the physical 
properties of the rocks used. Of the nine churches, 
in all but two instances, assessment of the age of 
the original standing building had been a matter of 
controversy. Taylor (1978, 768–82) made the case 
that six of the churches (Chithurst, Poling, Selham, 
Stoughton, Woolbeding and Sompting) exhibited 
evidence of their Anglo-Saxon origins. However, 
only in the instances of Poling and Woolbeding 
churches, here taken as illustrative examples, had 
an Anglo-Saxon origin been consistently considered 
as acceptable to all authors.

 Examination of the stone stratification 
orientations in the quoins, pilaster strips and arch 
jambs provides evidence that each of the nine 
churches preserves some verification of Anglo-
Saxon workmanship. It was not always possible 

to determine the extent of this workmanship 
because of the current limitations of structures 
and stones available for inspection. Apart from 
the difficulties of reading the bedding orientations 
of stones upon which natural phenomena like 
lichen, moss and dirt prevail, very many church 
walls both externally and internally, are hidden 
by layers of render (often inappropriate), plaster or 
wash. To these, the significant problems of height 
and insufficient light must be added. A purpose of 
this paper is, therefore, to draw the attention of 
others to the necessity to examine stone bedding 
orientation whenever opportunities arise. A case 
in point will arise when next the upper stages of 
the Sompting tower are encased in scaffolding.

 Elements of caution are necessary when 
interpreting the orientation of vertically emplaced 
stones. Particularly in the case of quoins, in the 
history of a church, rebuilding may have occurred 
so that quality Anglo-Saxon stones may have 
become re-used in new locations. Such instances 
of re-use were cited above in the eastern quoins of 
Poling and Sompting chancels. The importance of 
discriminating between and identifying different 
rock types in early church structures has also been 
portrayed in the foregoing text. Sompting church 
again provides an exemplar. In the tower of that 
church the only Anglo-Saxon ashlar stone used 
appears to have been Bembridge Limestone and, 
in particular, its facies of Quarr Stone. Although 
this stone continued to be used in more recent 
times, the less durable Bembridge Limestone 
required some replacement which it is suggested 
initially occurred in early Norman times with Caen 
stone, and later with Hythe Beds, especially of the 
Pulborough Stone variety.

 The specific Anglo-Saxon style of use of stones 
as detailed in these Sussex churches is countrywide 
(Potter 2005b). It can, however, only be applied 
typically to ashlar stones in which the original 
natural rock bedding or stratification is displayed. 
Flints, for example, of irregular shapes, possess no 
internal bedding orientation and in churches where 
these are used for structural purposes, such as in 
quoins, the technique of utilizing orientated stones 
to identify Anglo-Saxon or other workmanship 
cannot be applied. 

Author: Prof. John F. Potter, Department of Archaeology, University of Reading, Reading, Berkshire, 
RG6 6AB.
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