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Heron-Allen and the ‘Saxon feet’  
from Selsey

A piece of stone dredged off Selsey in 1909 was described by local historian 
Edward Heron-Allen as a foot of a Caen Stone statue of Saxon date from the 
ruins of the submerged Selsey Cathedral. A second foot, also slightly larger than 
life-size but cruder in style, was found on the Selsey foreshore in 1939, and 
cast some doubt on Heron-Allen’s identification. A new assessment has shown 
that both finds are Bognor Rock and almost certainly flukes of nature. If future 
discoveries prove that they are indeed weathered pieces of statue, then a late 
medieval date would be more appropriate.

By David Bone

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

Heron-Allen (1861–1943) was a noted 
polymath, acknowledged as an expert 
in subjects as diverse as violin-making, 

foreign languages and marine zoology (Heron-
Allen Society, n.d.). On moving to Selsey in 1906–7, 
he quickly engaged in a wide range of local studies 
including geology and archaeology (Bone 2010). 
In a remarkably short length of time, he produced 
a number of pamphlets and gave local talks, but 
he is best known for his massive volume of 400-
plus pages titled Selsey Bill: Historic and Prehistoric, 
published in 1911. It is this publication that 
describes a ‘carved foot’ found in 1909 as being 
of Saxon date, an observation that has since been 
repeated in other publications (e.g. Mee 1988, 12).

T H E  S E L S E Y  F E E T

The Novium (formerly Chichester District Museum) 
houses two separate ‘carved feet’ in the Heron-
Allen collection, one found in 1909 and the other 
in 1939 (Figs 1–3). Neither of them has a museum 
accession number. Both ‘feet’ have similar tie-on 
labels, suggesting that they were labelled at the 
same time, and the phrasing suggests that they 
were written by Heron-Allen himself. Both ‘feet’ 
are slightly larger than life-size, the 1909 example 
measuring 342mm long and 148mm high, and 
the 1939 example measuring 365mm long and 
197mm high. Both specimens have water-worn 
surfaces, although the original 1909 ‘foot’ is much 
smoother and orange-brown in colour. The second 
‘foot’ is much more weathered, grey in colour and 
perforated by small marine borings.

The 1909 ‘foot’ is illustrated in Plate 23 of 
Heron-Allen (1911). The caption reads: ‘Foot 
of Statue of Caen Stone, probably from the Old 
Cathedral, Selsey’. Further details are provided in 
the text.

... one of our Selsey fishermen, trawling 
in the waters traditionally covering the 
site of the submerged cathedral… brought 
up in the year 1909, a primitively but 
accurately sculptured foot in Caen stone, 
which is essentially early Saxon in style and 
workmanship. (Heron-Allen 1911, 103)

The label on the 1909 ‘foot’ reads:

E. Heron-Allen, F.R.S.
The “foot” figured on Plate XXIII,

and “described”
on p.103 of my book “Selsey 

Bill” (London 1911).

The use of inverted commas in the label 
suggests that Heron-Allen may have had some 
doubts about his published identification as a 
Saxon-style statue foot following the discovery of 
the much cruder second ‘foot’ of similar size, the 
tie-on label for this one reading: 

E. Heron-Allen, F.R.S.
Found in 1939 below the “cliff” on the coast opposite

the Isle of Wight.
Query an “artefact”, or pseudomorph of a “foot”

or similar to that figured on Pl. 23 and described on p.103
of my book “Selsey Bill” London 1911.

This suggests that the specimen was found on the 
beach below the cliff on the west side of the Selsey 
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Fig. 1. Right view of 1909 ‘foot’ (top) and 1939 ‘foot’ (bottom) (photograph D. Bone).

Fig. 2. Left view of 1909 ‘foot’ (top) and 1939 ‘foot’ (bottom) (photograph D. Bone).



  HERON-ALLEN AND THE  ‘ SAXON FEET ’  FROM SELSEY  189

Fig. 3. View from above of 1909 ‘foot’ (top) and 1939 ‘foot’ (bottom) (photograph D. Bone).

peninsula, between Selsey Bill and Medmerry, 
unlike the 1909 example, which was found on the 
east side of the peninsula.

T H E  S T O N E

Caen Stone is a fine-grained Jurassic limestone 
from Normandy. Its major use in Britain was 
during medieval times, both as ashlar for building 
and for intricate carving. It is a common stone 
in the fabric and monuments of ecclesiastical 
buildings. It would be easy to identify the 1909 
‘foot’ as Caen Stone, since there is a similarity 
in colour, but, unfortunately, Heron-Allen was 
mistaken. Close inspection reveals it to be an 
iron-stained, calcareous-cemented, fine-grained 
and slightly glauconitic sandstone that compares 
closely with Bognor Rock. This identification is 
confirmed by the faint traces of two fossil bivalve 
shells, one of which can be seen in the underside 
of the ‘toe’, where the concave imprint of a shell 
with a ribbed ornament is faintly visible (Fig. 4). 
This is Glycymeris brevirostris (Fig. 5), a cockle-
like shell that is common in the Bognor Rock 
(Venables 1962, 250). A crescent moon-shaped 
void, 63mm long, in the underside of the ‘heel’ is 

where another Glycymeris shell fragment has been 
lost by solution. The stone of the 1939 ‘foot’ was 
not recorded by Heron-Allen. Although differently 
coloured, with no visible fossils and suffering 
more marine erosion, it is also Bognor Rock.

The Bognor Rock is a local development within 
the London Clay Formation that is restricted to 
the Bognor and Chichester area (Aldiss 2002, 38). 
The individual rocks are concretions of calcareous-
cemented sandstone, typically between 1 and 
3m in diameter, in a compact sandy matrix, the 
Bognor Rock Sand. Fossil shells, usually Glycymeris 
brevirostris, are common in places. The Bognor 
Rock reaches its maximum thickness at Bognor, 
where the concretions form a substantial reef on 
the foreshore and offshore to the south-east (Fig. 
6). Worn pieces of Bognor Rock, eroded from the 
in situ outcrop, have been recorded in and eroding 
from the Quaternary deposits of the West Sussex 
coastal plain around Selsey and Chichester (Bone 
1985, 15–77; Bone 1989, 153–4; Cordiner 2006, 
6). Examples have also been recorded from Selsey 
foreshore (Reid 1897, 10). Although Bognor is in 
a contrary direction for long-shore drift, there 
are clearly other geological mechanisms that can 
operate to bring Bognor Rock to the Selsey area.
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Fig. 5. Fossil Glycymeris brevirostris shells in a piece of Bognor Rock from Bognor Regis (photograph D. 
Bone).

Fig. 4. Detail of fossil shell imprint in underside of the ‘toe’ of the 1909 ‘foot’. Note the faint pattern of 
ribs and growth rings (photograph D. Bone).
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Bognor Rock is a characteristic building stone 
of the Bognor area (Venables and Outen 1969, 
15–6), and the present author has identified it in 12 
medieval churches in the area, as well as in a 19th-
century chapel in Chichester (Green 2007, 62). It is 
also used extensively in garden walls and rockery 
stone. There are no records of Bognor Rock being 
used for sculptures in Roman, Saxon or medieval 
work (e.g. Tweddle et al. 1995), and a search by 
the author of 51 churches within 25km of Selsey 
and Bognor has failed to locate any sculptures or 
monuments in Bognor Rock.

M O R P H O L O G Y

Writing in 1911, Heron-Allen appears confident in 
his identification of the 1909 specimen as the foot 
from a Saxon statue. However, the phrasing of the 
labels suggests some later hesitation. A temporary 
exhibition in Chichester District Museum that 
included the ‘feet’ prompted a note in the Heron-

Allen Society Newsletter: ‘Until recently they were 
labelled as the feet from a statute or rude from 
the Anglo-Saxon cathedral at Church Norton. 
However, the general consensus now is that they 
are a natural phenomenon and a fluke of nature’ 
(Seddon 2004). This conclusion was based, in part, 
on the opinion at that time of the present author.

In September 2010, the two ‘feet’ were shown 
by the author to Dr Paul Williamson, Keeper of 
Sculpture, Metalwork, Ceramics & Glass at the 
Victoria & Albert Museum. The author is grateful for 
his comments, which follow. On the basis of general 
morphology, the two stones do look remarkably 
like feet, but there is no further evidence, such 
as any ornamental detail (even allowing for their 
weathered condition), to support this conclusion. 
This could possibly suggest an ecclesiastical figure 
in which plain, unadorned footwear is usual, but 
some residual detail would still be expected. Secular 
figures, usually knights or similar, have footwear or 
various adornments, of which there would definitely 

Fig. 6. The Bognor Rock reef on the foreshore at Bognor Regis (photograph D. Bone).
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be some residual trace, so these can be discounted. 
In reclining effigies, the feet tend to be integral with 
the supporting base slab and there is no evidence 
for that in these examples. It is more likely, if they 
are feet, that they would be from standing figures, 
but then they do not show the usual twisting or 
angling that is common with niche statues. If they 
are sculpture, then they are definitely not Saxon, 
but would date no earlier than the 12th century 
or later than the 16th century, closest comparison 
being with late medieval forms of the 13th or 14th 
centuries. On balance, they are not convincing 
pieces of sculpture (Williamson pers. comm.).

D I S C U S S I O N

Heron-Allen’s Saxon ‘feet’ may be considered as:

than life-size human feet.
The two ‘feet’ have been positively identified as 
Bognor Rock of local origin and not Caen Stone. 
Fragmentary pieces of Bognor Rock are well-known 
from the coastal plain deposits of the area, and 
have previously been recorded from the foreshore 
at Selsey. Bognor Rock is a fossiliferous sandstone 
of variable hardness, and not a material that lends 
itself to being carved. A search of ecclesiastical 
buildings throughout the area has failed to identify 
any statues or monuments made from Bognor Rock, 
and no published references to the use of this stone 
for carving have been found. The aggressive nature 

of coastal erosion would make it unlikely that 
even fragmentary pieces of statue would survive 
in a recognisable state for any length of time. It is 
possible that the fragments originate from statues 
lost overboard from a ship or from the break-up 
of a wreck, although this is unlikely for the 1939 
piece found close inshore ‘below the cliff’. Such a 
scenario is also considered unlikely because of the 
lack of other instances of statuary in Bognor Rock.

As a final observation, the 1909 specimen is 
unusually free of abrasion and marine borings for 
a stone that is recorded as being dredged from the 
sea floor. Was it modified to appear more lifelike?

C O N C L U S I O N

It is clear from the geological evidence that these 
items are formed of Bognor Rock and not Caen 
Stone. Their morphology is not indicative of a 
Saxon date, and, although a late medieval date is a 
possibility, the historical and art-historical evidence 
has produced no examples of Bognor Rock being 
used in architectural features, effigies or statues. 
The two ‘feet’ are therefore considered to be flukes 
of nature, the 1909 specimen possibly having been 
modified to make it even more life-like.
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