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

In 2003, Archaeology South-East (UCL Institute 
of Archaeology) was commissioned by Philcox 
Bros Ltd to carry out two stages of archaeological 

fieldwork in advance of a residential development 
on the northern side of Castle Ditch Lane, Lewes, 
East Sussex (NGR 541580 110100. See Fig. 1). Stage 
1, in March 2003, comprised a historic building 
assessment of a former East Sussex County Council 
store and an archaeological evaluation of the 
adjacent sloping garden to the north-east (Plot 1), 
supervised by Luke Barber and David Martin (see 
Fig. 2). Stage 2, in September and October 2003, 
comprised a limited excavation in Plot 1 following 
the removal of the overburden down to the level of 
Castle Ditch Lane, together with a watching brief 
on a further area to the south-west of the former 
store building (Plot 2), supervised by Richard James 
and Neil Griffin. A report on the Stage 1 works and 
building survey (Barber et al. 2003), is held by the 
East Sussex Historic Environment Record (ESHER).

The site lay on the castle bank, or rampart, on 
the northern side of Castle Ditch Lane, directly 
opposite the rear entrance of the Lewes Combined 
Court Centre. It occupied a rectangular plot 
measuring 40m × 15m and lay directly beneath 
the line of the south-eastern defences of the castle 
bailey, with a municipal car park beyond. It was 
flanked by residential properties to the north and 
offices to the south-west. During the Stage 1 works, 
Plot 1 was occupied by a sloping garden set on a 
terraced bank, while Plot 2 comprised a small car 
park flanked to the rear by a grassy bank revetted 
with a wall. Prior to the Stage 2 works, both plots 

had been reduced to the level of Castle Ditch  
Lane.

T H E  A R C H A E O L O G I C A L  B A C KG R O U N D

Lewes is situated on a prominent chalk spur jutting 
into the Ouse Valley at the point where the river 
passes through a narrow gap in the South Downs. 
The principal focus of historic settlement within the 
borough lay on the top of the ridge, in the area now 
occupied by the High Street and its associated lanes, 
and extended down towards a former quayside that 
lay on the riverfront in the vicinity of Cliffe Bridge. 
Castle Ditch Lane lies downslope of the crest of the 
ridge, on its southern side.

The ridge is a prominent landscape feature 
and would have jutted out into the formerly 
marshy valley. Significant evidence of prehistoric 
activity has recently been found on the ridge, with 
excavations at the mixed residential site between 
Church Twitten and Broomans Lane producing 
Mid–Late Iron Age boundary ditches and a possible 
settlement enclosure (Swift 2011).

Romano-British material is rarer, although a 
number of findspots are known from the town, 
including a pot containing chicken bones found 
in a pit cut into the natural chalk beneath Castle 
Mound. Bleach (1997) has reviewed the early 
history of the town and hinted at a possible Roman, 
or earlier, ritual landscape (a barrow cemetery) 
related to a number of earthen mounds, mostly 
known from 18th-- and 19th-century sources. 
He included Castle Mound and Brack Mount 
as possible barrows in origin, subsequently 
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The excavations at Castle Ditch Lane, Lewes, included the historic building 
assessment of a former store building and the archaeological evaluation and 
excavation of two adjacent plots. The site is located on the northern side of the 
lane, on the site of the castle ditch and bank, or rampart. Finds from the latest ditch 
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to the level of the lane by that period. Other features revealed include a series of 
inter-cutting pits which contained a range of domestic artefacts and, in one pit, the 
complete skeleton of a human infant. Pottery from the pits ranged in date from the 
12th to the 16th century and, although not a large assemblage, is a useful addition 
to the ceramic sequence of the town.
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Fig. 1. Site location.
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enlarged by the Normans, although this remains 
speculative. 

The earliest evidence for major settlement in 
Lewes is derived from the foundation of the burh 
in about ad 878, one of a number of fortresses 
established by Alfred the Great, King of Wessex (ad 
871–99), as protection against Danish raiders. The 
area of the site lay within the centre of the burh, 
which is currently thought to have extended across 
the western half of the later walled town, although 
little is known of the internal plan of the settlement, 
particularly north of the High Street (Harris 2005). 
Recent excavations at the former Baxters Printworks 
located a substantial north-south orientated ditch 
on the western side of St Nicholas Lane which was 
interpreted as part of the eastern burh defences 
(Swift 2011).

It has been suggested that much of the street 
pattern that still survives dates from this period, 
with the geometric grid of small lanes south of the 
High Street, including further examples suggested 
by property boundaries and alleyways, possibly 
replicated to the north (Houghton 1998). This 
northern street pattern is thought to have been 
destroyed during the construction of the castle 
by William de Warenne shortly after the Norman 
Conquest, with the exception of the southern part 
of Fisher Street and possibly a former east-west 
aligned lane called Middle Lane that extended along 
the broad alignment of Castle Ditch Lane to join 
Fisher Street in the vicinity of No. 3a. This lane was 
mentioned in 15th-century records, when it appears 
to have gone out of use, being granted in 1435 to 
John Hanmer and subsequently being described as 
waste in 1565 (Houghton 1998, 36). 

Castle Ditch Lane appears to be a post-medieval 
development. The ditch, originally excavated as 
part of the castle defences in the 11th century, was 
still open in 1588, when a number of householders 
from the north side of the High Street, and whose 
tenements would have backed onto the ditch, 
were fined by the Court Leet for dumping ‘sullage 
and filth’ next to it (Houghton 1998, 68). George 
Randoll’s town map of 1620 does not mark a lane 
in this position and it appears to have been classed 
as waste, with parts of what is now the northern 
frontage of the lane granted out between 1614 and 
1634 for use as stables and privies (Farrant 1996, 169; 
Brent 2004, 285), and presumably divided between 
various tenements.

By 1661 the part of the ditch now falling within 

the site formed part of the gardens to the rear of 
181–83 High Street, now part of Lewes Combined 
Court Centre. Sir Thomas Nutt, Sheriff from 1660–
1661, owned the property and bought the south-east 
part of the castle bailey as a garden (Farrant 1996, 
170). By 1687, William Pellatt had built a large 
house on the High Street frontage, amalgamating 
several former tenement plots. The Rev. John Burton 
described a visit to the house in 1730 where he was 
taken out of the back room of the house and into 
gardens which amazed him with their layout and 
height. He may have been referring to Brack Mount 
(ibid., 171), suggesting that the castle ditch and the 
south-eastern part of the bailey were perceived as 
facets of one garden.

By the late 1750s the property had become the 
New Coffee House, leased by the powerful Whig 
politician and future prime minister Thomas 
Pelham-Holles, Duke of Newcastle, as his local 
power base. Descriptions of this time indicate that 
it still had extensive gardens on both sides of the 
ditch. The coffee house closed in 1779 and by 1808 
the bailey gardens were leased to a printer, Arthur 
Lee (ibid., 174). 

By the time of Andrew Dury’s map of 1764 
and the more detailed 1799 surveys of the town 
and borough by, respectively, James Edwards and 
William Figg, the ditch had been infilled and the 
course utilised by a lane, identified by Figg as Castle 
Lane. Nineteenth and twentieth century maps show 
the southern part of Plot 1 occupied by the former 
store building, with open ground to the north. The 
southern, lower half of Plot 2 was also occupied by 
a building. It was subsequently demolished and 
replaced by an electricity sub-station and small 
car park.

T H E  E XC AVAT I O N S

For clarity, archaeological contexts recorded during the 
evaluation are prefixed with an E.

STAGE 1

Evaluation Trench

A T-shaped trench, measuring approximately 6m 
north-west to south-east and 6.5 metres north-
east to south-west, was mechanically excavated 
within Plot 1 and subsequently extended south-
eastwards to form the shape of a cross. (Fig.3). The 
trenches were 1.4–1.5m in width. Problems of soil 
storage and general health and safety concerns on 
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Fig. 3. Plan of the evaluation trench (Plot 1).
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the steeply sloping site limited the depth of the 
trench to approximately 0.4m, although deeper 
deposits were investigated by excavating four 
sondages across the trench. The main objective 
of the evaluation was to confirm the extent of the 
modern, made ground overlying any significant 
archaeological deposits to the rear of the site, and 
to date and characterise these deposits where they 
were affected by the proposed development of 
residential town houses.

The earliest deposit comprised clean, orange, silt 
clay containing irregular flint pieces and interpreted 
as a natural head deposit, although only a small 
exposure was observed in sondage 4 (Fig. 3, section 
2). Above this were two undated deposits (E[14] 
and E[12]) representing buried soil and redeposited 
natural.

The earliest dateable layer was an orange-
brown silty clay (E[3]) containing occasional small 
pieces of ceramic building material and pottery 
of probable 11th- to 12th-century date, but also 
including post-medieval material, suggesting a 
partially cultivated and reworked soil of medieval 
origin. These deposits only survived for a distance 
of approximately one metre from the garden terrace 
revetment wall forming the rear of the plot. At this 
point the sequence was truncated by a vertical/steep 
cut (E[2]), the fills of which occupied the majority 
of the evaluated site. The fills were not bottomed 
anywhere within the trench, even though sondage 
2 reached a final depth of 0.19m below the existing 
ground level of Castle Ditch Lane.

The fills comprised a sequence of deposits (Fig. 
3, section 1), all sloping to the south and comprised 
a series of alternating layers of humic soil (E[8] and 
E[6]) and chalky material (E[5] and E[7]), with E[4] 
representing a reworking of E[5] by garden activity. 
These deposits overlay brown, silty clay (E[9]). All 
of the fills were of post-medieval date and produced 
a variety of artefacts including ceramic building 
material, West Country slate, animal bones and 
oyster shells. E[6] and E[7] produced three sherds 
of 17th- to early 18th-century pottery.

The end of the south-west arm of the trench 
contained two walls forming a bonded northern 
corner of a masonry structure (E[10] and E[11]). The 
walls were bonded with a hard, grey mortar and 
appeared to be terraced into, and were therefore later 
than, the fills of E[2]. The interior of the structure 
contained a fairly loose, dark grey organic soil 

E[13], similar to the modern topsoil, containing 
a dog burial. The structure is interpreted as of late 
post-medieval date and either represents a small 
out-building or hard-landscaping associated with 
domestic gardens such as revetting for a patio or 
steps.

The latest deposit on the site was the modern 
topsoil (E[1]), a loose, highly organic deposit 
generally 0.15-0.35m thick.

Test pits

Six test pits were excavated by Philcox Bros Ltd staff 
for geotechnical purposes (Fig. 2). Test pits 1 and 2 
were located on Plot 2, test pit 3 in Plot 1 and test pits 
4-6 within the interior of the former store building. 

Tests pits 1 and 2 measured 0.4–0.5m × 0.3–0.4m 
and were excavated to a depth of 0.6–0.7m. Both pits 
revealed up to 0.13m of turf and topsoil overlying 
a mixed, grey, silty clay deposit of post-1800 date, 
probably relating to 19th- century landscaping of 
the castle bank. The lower southern half of Plot 2 
was occupied by a house until 1948, and the area 
examined by test-pitting formed part of the rear 
garden.

Test pit 3 measured 0.4m × 0.35m and was 
excavated to a depth of 0.5m. It revealed 0.29m 
of topsoil overlying mixed, brown, silty clay 
correlating with E[4]. Test pits 4–6 measured 0.6–
0.7m × 0.3–0.5m and were excavated to a depth of 
0.56–0.8m. Test pit 4 was the deepest, comprising a 
brick and cobble floor overlying a series of levelling 
deposits of sandy rubble and, at a depth of 0.2–0.3m, 
a crushed chalk layer interpreted as a former floor. 
The lowest deposit was tentatively dated to pre-
1800 on the basis of roof tiles found within it. It 
sat partly above a modern concrete foundation for 
the adjacent brick wall. This apparent reversal of 
stratigraphy was probably the result of slumping 
during the construction of the wall, with poured 
concrete filling the resulting void.

Test pits 5 and 6 were in poorer condition, due to 
slumping and poor lighting conditions respectively, 
but both comprised modern floor surfaces with 
levelling deposits below. None of these deposits 
were considered to be of particular importance. 
However, the presence of made ground deposits in 
excess of 0.65m below the floor level of the building, 
and therefore below the existing level of Castle 
Ditch Lane, indicates the presence of a deep cut, 
either the infilled castle ditch or later cellars.
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Historic Building Recording

The former store building was recorded by 
Archaeology South-East’s historic buildings team. 
Full details of the survey can be found in Barber et al. 
2003. The structure consists of a rectangular range 
aligned along the north side of Castle Ditch Lane 
on a south-west to north-east orientation. Attached 
to the north-eastern side is a wedge-shaped rear 
range extending further back into the slope, with 
an attached external staircase on the eastern wall. 
Three main periods of work were recognised.

Late 17th–early 18th century

A three-bay, two-storey, rectangular flint and stone-
faced building was erected along the frontage of the 
lane. It had a pitched roof of gabled or half-hipped 
form. No certain evidence of its function survives, 
but it was almost certainly intended as a stable 
with upper hay loft. A high-quality, re-used stone 
doorway was set centrally in the street façade and 
two more openings, probably pitching hatches, 
were located in the upper storey.

Early/mid-18th century

A wedge-shaped range, also of flint and stone, was 
added against the north-east wall of the earlier 
structure. The function of this addition remains 
unknown, although it may have been another 
stable, possibly separately owned and occupied 
(hence the absence of a connecting doorway), or a 
coach house. It was lower than the earlier building, 
and projected further north into the slope.

Late 18th–early 19th century

Around 1800, the first floor and roof were replaced 
and heightened, uniting the two units externally, 
although internally they were still separate. A brick 
archway was inserted into the street façade of the 
western building, associated with the partitioning 
off of the eastern half to form a coach house. During 
the later 19th century the dividing wall between the 
two units was removed and the building came into 
single occupancy.

During the Second World War the ground-floor 
south-western unit was converted into an Air Raid 
Precautions (ARP) store and a small boiler room 
inserted into the rear of the eastern range. Part of 
the ARP store was subsequently converted into an 
electricity sub-station. The building had been in a 
state of disuse for a number of years before the start 
of the archaeological works.

STAGE 2

The Stage 2 works comprised two separate 
operations: a limited open area excavation in Plot 
1 (Fig. 4) and a watching brief during the excavation 
of footings in the former car park in the front half 
of Plot 2 (Fig. 2). 

Plot 1 

The excavation within Plot 1 began following 
the removal of the substantial earth retaining 
bank examined by the Stage 1 work, which was 
of uncertain age but included medieval deposits 
reworked in later centuries. Material was removed 
to a depth of two metres, plus another metre 
of flint and concrete walling on top, to a level 
approximating that of the present level of Castle 
Ditch Lane. Unfortunately, the bank was removed 
in error, without archaeological supervision, and 
the constituent deposits could only be extrapolated 
from the extant north-eastern section (Section 6 
on Figs 4 and 5) and the results of the Stage 1 work. 

The ground reduction revealed chalk bedrock 
at a depth of 28.56m OD, although the actual 
morphology of the upper surface of the chalk was 
difficult to establish, given the small area exposed 
and the degree of truncation by archaeological 
features. This was limited to the rear of the trench 
and had been cut by a complex arrangement of 
truncated pits and spreads of material. Four periods 
of activity were recognised, based on the artefactual 
evidence.

Period 1: Medieval (12th–15th centuries)

Few dated medieval contexts were identified. Two 
pits in the rear of the site contained pottery of 
medieval date: a partially exposed pit ([26]), 1.5m in 
diameter and 220mm deep, contained three sherds 
dated to the 11th to 12th century, while pit [31], 1m 
in diameter and cut by later pitting, produced three 
sherds of 12th--to early 13th-century pottery. This 
feature also contained the almost complete skeleton 
of a human infant. A spread of material ([7]) located 
along the northern edge of the trench contained 
one small sherd of late 14th- to 15th-century date. 
This deposit merged imperceptibly with contexts 
[3] and [9] of 15th-- to 16th-century date and the 
southern extent could not be resolved. However, it 
appeared to be the fill of a shallow terrace cut into 
the chalk.

A small deposit of orange-brown clayey-silt 
containing tile of 14th- to 15th- century date was 
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observed within the upper levels of a large linear 
cut ([39]) running across the southern edge of the 
trench, and interpreted as the former castle ditch. 
This feature could only be partially examined, as 
much of it lies beneath the present lane, but sections 
across it revealed a width of more than two metres 
and a depth in excess of 1.5m. Only two dateable 
contexts were identified within the exposed upper 
fills of this feature, [36] and [37] (Fig. 4, sections 4 
and 5), both of which were of 15th- to 16th-century 
date. Context [36] was overlain by [21], suggesting 
that the medieval tile within the latter was residual 
(see The Pottery, below).

Period 2: Transitional (15th–16th centuries)

The majority of the discrete features within the site 
related to this period. The upper levels of ditch [39] 
were backfilled at this date, with contexts [36] and 
[37] composed of grey-brown silty clays and forming 
noticeably level deposits (suggesting deliberate infill 
and levelling). Further east, [71] (Fig. 4, section 3) 
was a reddish-brown silty clay containing a number 
of tip lenses. This was overlain by a succession of 
shallow undated deposits of silty clay and chalk 
rubble ([67]–[69]) which were in turn overlain by 
the footings of the roadside wall ([35]), comprising 
chalk blocks bonded with a beige lime mortar. 

To the north, partly cutting the northern edge 
of the ditch, were a line of pits ([23], [46], [50] and 
[64]), with further possible pitting to the north, 
the latter remaining unexcavated. The pits were 
generally circular or oval in shape, relatively shallow 
in depth, and exhibited a linear stratigraphic 
progression from west to east. All were truncated, 
suggesting they had been cut from a significantly 
higher level within the bank that formerly covered 
the site.

The shallow terrace feature ([2]/[6]/[8]) to the 
north of the ditch produced two sherds of late 15th- 
to 16th-century pottery. This feature was filled by a 
brown clay-silt ([3]/[7]/[9]) reaching a maximum 
depth of 220mm and was cut by a 0.5m diameter 
circular feature ([4]), 280mm in depth and probably 
a small pit. The eastern edge of the terrace feature 
and its relationship with the ditch ([39]) could not 
be resolved, as the fills were both too shallow and too 
similar to the upper deposits within the ditch. The 
southern extent of this feature had been destroyed 
by another group of pits ([28]/[45]), which also cut 
the edge of ditch. The easternmost of this group, 
[45], was not fully excavated for safety reasons and 

therefore was not fully defined in any direction, but 
comprised a vertically sided cut at least two metres 
wide and more than 1.2m deep.

Five separate deposits were recognised in 
the excavated segment [40]–[44], with contexts 
[40]–[42] possibly filling a recut. Only one context 
produced dating evidence, a large 16th-century 
pottery sherd from [40]. A small slot excavated 
into pit [28] produced a Nuremburg jetton, dated 
to 1500–1550, from the lowest excavated fill ([30]), 
at a depth of approximately 0.4m. Further dating 
evidence from this period was recovered from [34], 
interpreted as a pit cut into the upper backfills of 
[39]. This feature was difficult to define and a limited 
excavation of its northern end proved inconclusive. 

The lower half of the bank preserved in section 
in the edge of the plot at the northern end of the 
site also dated to this period (Figs 2 and 5, section 
6). A levelling deposit of grey-brown silty clay 
([85]) visible in the northernmost section was 
dated by a small quantity of tile. This deposit was 
wedge-shaped in section with a markedly level 
upper interface with the succeeding context ([86]), 
suggesting a tipped levelling deposit bringing the 
surface of the former ditch up to the approximate 
level of the adjacent lane.

Period 3: early post-medieval (17th–18th centuries)

This period was represented mainly by made 
ground and rubble deposits. The only dated context 
comprised a thick brown soil ([88]) which appeared 
to fill a flat-bottomed ditch or gully ([87]), only 
visible in section (Fig. 5, section 6), and which 
contained one small piece of clay pipe dated to 
the second half of the 17th century. The wall ([35]) 
could not be dated, but stratigraphically may be of 
this period.

Period 4: late post-medieval (19th century)

During the 19th century a small structure was 
constructed within the south-eastern corner 
of the plot, cutting through the deposits of the 
ditch and pit [45], and overlying the wall footing. 
Four identical walls ([12]–[15]) were uncovered, 
constructed of irregular chalk blocks and knapped 
flints bonded with a hard lime mortar (Fig. 4). Walls 
[14] and [15] were bonded together as one build, 
while walls [12] and [13] met at a straight joint. The 
three walls defined the northern end of a square 
or rectangular space, within which wall [13] was 
subsequently constructed as some kind of partition, 
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Fig. 4. Phased plan of excavated features. 
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with a straight joint against [12]. A gap at the eastern 
end had destroyed the relationship with wall [15], 
although this is also likely to have been a straight 
joint. The space defined by the four walls measured 
2.5m east to west and 1.2m north to south. 

Four deposits were excavated within the 
structure. The lowest was a 20mm thick layer of 
yellow mortar ([20]), interpreted as the mortar 
screed for a floor. This was resting on [21], which was 
also observed to underlie [14] and was also present 
in the ditch section outside the structure. Context 
[20] was overlain by dark grey sand deposit [19], 
80mm in thickness, which itself was overlain by two 
mortar and rubble fills ([18] and [17]) interpreted as 
demolition deposits.

The latest activity on the site was represented by 
a 300mm thick topsoil deposit of dark, grey-brown, 
silty clay material containing modern building 
debris ([73]/[89]) and visible in the northern section 
of the trench. This had been cut by a large, modern 
pit ([79]), two metres in depth, which cut through 
all the earlier deposits down to the chalk bedrock 
and was filled with a loose mix of bricks, chalk 
lumps and flint nodules ([80]). This feature had 
been sealed by two successive boundary walls, the 

lower comprising flint and cement, with the upper 
constructed from cement blocks. 

Plot 2

Following the removal of the overlying car park 
surface, Plot 2 comprised a roughly square trench 
covered with hardcore (Fig. 6). Recording was 
carried out under tight watching brief conditions 
and there was no opportunity for taking height 
levels. A continuous foundation trench, 0.8m 
wide, was excavated by machine around the north, 
west and south edges. Chalk bedrock was exposed 
across most of these trenches at a shallow depth. 
However, a deep cut in the chalk was encountered 
in the eastern ends of both the north and south 
trenches. This feature represented a continuation of 
ditch [39] in Plot 1, and was filled with a succession 
of tipped deposits of grey silty clays containing 
chalk rubble ([91], [92], [94] and [95]–[99]). A wall 
footing of roughly squared sandstone and chalk 
blocks, bonded with a yellow, sandy, mortar ([101]) 
was observed running along the Castle Ditch Lane 
frontage, set within a prominent flat-bottomed 
construction trench ([100]) filled with friable, sandy 
clay ([93]).

Fig. 5. Section of ditch and bank at the northern end of the site (Plot 1).

Sussex_154.indb   150 26/09/2016   17:00



 EXCAVATIONS AT CASTLE DITC H LANE,  LEWES,  EAST SUSSEX,  2 0 03 151

Fig. 6. Plan of excavated features in the watching brief area (Plot 2).
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T H E  F I N D S

THE POTTERY by Luke Barber

Introduction

The excavations at the site produced only 102 sherds, weighing 
2.26kg, from 22 individually numbered contexts (including 
two evaluation contexts). The material spans the late 11th 
and early 12th centuries to the 19th century, although the 
majority is of early/mid-15th- to mid-16th-century date. The 
condition of the assemblage is generally good, with little sign of 
reworking. The sherd size is often medium to large, depending 
on the period in question (the average sherd size for the whole 
assemblage is 22.2g). There is a little residual medieval material 
in the Transitional (15th- to mid-16th-century) contexts, but 
this is always easy to isolate.

The main aims of the pottery analysis were to characterise 
the assemblage, help the dating of the excavated deposits 
and add to the growing number of fabrics recognized for 
the Transitional period of ceramics within the town. All the 
studied pottery was divided into fabric groups based on a visual 
examination of tempering, inclusions and manufacturing 
technique, using a hand lens where necessary. Context groups 
were then spot dated and the assemblages from each context 
fully quantified by fabric for the archive. Unfortunately, no 
large context groups were located and few sherds suitable for 
illustration were present.

Despite the small size of the overall assemblage, the fabrics 
are fully listed below, as they form the basis of a fabric series 
for the medieval town. Although much pottery has been 
excavated from the town in the past (Barton 1979; Freke 1975, 
1976; Lyne 1997 and Barber 2010) only recently have attempts 
been made to create a full fabric series (Barber forthcoming). 
Isolating fabric groups was notably difficult for the Transitional 
high-fired earthenwares due to the overlapping nature of many 
of these fabrics. The codes in brackets refer to the Lewes fabric 
series (Barber forthcoming). Quantities of each fabric are also 
given for the assemblage as a whole (number/weight in grams).

Period 1: Medieval

A total of 29 sherds (327g) of medieval pottery were recovered. 
Most sherds, although of a small/medium average size (11.3g 
being the average) show little signs of abrasion. Most pottery 
of this period can be placed between the late 11th and late 12th 
or early 13th centuries and consist of sherds from undecorated 
cooking pots only.

Fabric M1 (SNL 2)

Moderate/abundant multi-coloured flint grits to 1mm and 
occasional shell to 1mm. An 11th- to 12th- century fabric. 
(10/102g).

Fabric M2 (SNL 3a) 

Sparse/moderate, multi-coloured (mainly white) flint grits to 
0.5mm and occasional shell to 0.5mm. A late 11th- to 12th-
century fabric. (3/38g).

Fabric M3 (SNL 3f)

Sparse, white/grey flint grits to 1mm and sparse, fine, sand. Part 
of a cooking pot rim with ‘pie-crust’ decoration is represented. 
A late 11th- to 12th-century fabric. (1/8g).

Fabric M4 (SNL 5)

Moderate, multi-coloured flint grits to 0.5mm; sparse, fine/
medium sand and occasional shell to 0.5mm. A harder fired 
evolution of M1. A mid 12th- to early/mid 13th-century fabric. 
(11/108g).

Fabric M5 (HML 1a)

Moderate/abundant medium sand, with occasional iron oxides 
to 1mm. A mid-13th- to 14th-century fabric. (4/71g).

Period 2: Transitional

A total of 58 sherds (1,431g) of Transitional pottery were 
recovered. Most sherds are of a medium to large size, 24.7g 
being the average weight, and one nearly complete jar is 
present. Although small, the assemblage clearly shows that 
most domestic activity on the site happened between the early/
mid-15th and mid-16th centuries. Of particular interest is the 
presence of Raeren and Tudor Green sherds in association with a 
number of high-fired earthenware fabrics. The latter fabrics are 
typical of East Sussex at this time and were made in a number 
of locations, although some may have travelled from as far as 
Rye. Jars and jugs, or pitchers, occasionally with spots/patches 
of glaze, are the most common forms of high-fired earthenware.

Fabric T1 (TL 2a)

Very high-fired, sand-free earthenware with deliberately 
reduced surfaces. A mid 15th- to mid 16th-century fabric. 
(14/732g). Two vessels, both from context 47, are illustrated 
(Fig. 7). 

Number 1: a jug/pitcher with a simple thickened rim and 
traces of a handle scar. Over-fired brittle fabric. Patchy red/grey 
core with dark grey/black surfaces.

Number 2: a flared jar with corrugated body. Brick red core 
with dark grey/black surfaces.

0 5cm

1

2

Fig. 7.  Pottery illustrations 1 and 2.
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Fabric T2 (TL 5b)

High-fired, sparse, fine sand-tempered, oxidised earthenware 
with occasional iron oxide inclusions. A 15th- to mid-16th-
century fabric. (12/207g).

Fabric T3 (TL 1) 

High-fired, oxidised earthenware with sparse/moderate, fine/
medium sand-tempering and rare iron oxide inclusions. A 
mid-14th- to 15th-century fabric. (3/24g).

Fabric T4 (TL 4a)

Very high-fired, oxidised earthenware with sparse, fine/
medium sand-tempering and occasional iron oxide inclusions 
to 2mm. A mid/late 15th- to mid/late 16th- century fabric. 
(4/67g).

Fabric T5 (TL 2b) 

High-fired, sparse, medium sand-tempered earthenware with 
deliberately reduced surfaces. A mid/late 15th- to mid-16th-
century fabric. (1/5g).

Fabric T6 (TL 3b)

Very high-fired. Sparse, fine sand-tempered earthenware with 
deliberately reduced surfaces. A mid-15th- to mid-16th- century 
fabric. (6/179g).

Fabric T7 (TL 3c) 

Medium/high-fired, oxidised earthenware with moderate, 
medium sand-tempering and occasional iron oxide inclusions. 
A 15th- to early 16th- century fabric, although it could be late 
14th century in origin as it is a true link between the well-fired 
High Medieval wares of the 14th century and the Transitional 
wares of the 15th century. (5/111g).

Fabric T8

Tudor Green. Mid/late 15th- to mid-16th-century. (8/37g) 

Fabric T9

Raeren stoneware. Mid/late 15th- to mid-16th-century. (5/69g)

Period 3: early/mid 16th to mid/late 18th century

Only eight sherds (363g) of this period were present. Most 
sherds are of a medium to large size, but it is unlikely occupation 
was occurring on the site at this time. It is possible some of the 
fabrics could have overlapped with the preceding ones around 
the middle of the 16th century.

Fabric PM1(TI 1)

Glazed red earthenware with sparse sand-tempering and 
clear/red glazing. A 16th-century fabric that could be a Dutch 
import. (1/12g) 

Fabric PM2 (TL 5c)

Glazed red earthenware with sparse sand tempering with 
sparse iron oxides and pale green glazing. A 16th-century 
fabric. (1/65g).

Fabric PM3

Glazed red earthenware with no visible tempering and thick 
clear/red brown glazing. An early 18th- to early 19th-century 
fabric. (2/45g).

Fabric PM4

Surrey/Hampshire border ware (green and yellow, glazed white 
earthenware). A late 16th- to 17th-century fabric (2/66g).

Fabric PM

Frechen stoneware. A mid-16th- to 17th-century fabric. 
(2/175g).

Period 4: mid/late 18th to 19th century 

Only seven sherds (139g) of this period were present. Most 
are from a coloured china saucer with a transfer-printed rim.

Fabric LPM1

Refined white earthenware with coloured glaze. A 19th- to 
20th- century fabric. (6/106g).

Fabric LPM2

Unglazed fine earthenware. A mid-18th- to 19th-century 
fabric. (1/33g).

Discussion

The pottery assemblage from the site does not contain any 
large context groups and is very small in totality. However, the 
combined Transitional assemblage of 58 sherds is interesting 
in that it provides the range of fabric variants of this type, as 
well as helping to refine their dating by the association of small 
quantities of Surrey/Hampshire and German products. This 
is a period not well represented within urban assemblages in 
Sussex, as elsewhere, due to changes in practises regarding the 
disposal of household waste within towns. The only exception 
to this is perhaps Winchelsea, where much rubbish was 
disposed of within the town, probably as a result of its general 
decline and because various monastic sites were dissolved at 
this time (Streeten 1983 and 1985). The generally utilitarian 
nature of the vast majority of the pottery is typical of a period 
when metal vessels were increasing in number and potters had 
not yet had time to develop the more decorative wares of the 
true post-medieval period in order to compete. The excavated 
assemblage clearly shows the town had a good trade network, 
to the east and west as well as abroad, and its restricted nature 
is a general sign of the times.

THE CERAMIC BUILDING MATERIAL by Luke Barber 

The excavations at the site produced 248 pieces of ceramic 
building material, weighing just over 30.5kg, from 25 different 
contexts. The material is of three periods and has been listed 
for the archive.

The earliest ceramic building material relates to the 13th 
to 14th centuries and consists of a few pieces of peg tile in a 
low-fired, sandy fabric. This material is always residual in later 
15th- to 16th-century contexts. The majority of the assemblage 
relates to the 15th and 16th centuries. Some 187 pieces of peg 
tile (weighing 11,075g) and two pieces of ridge tile (weighing 
309g) were recovered from 20 contexts of this date. In addition, 
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nine pieces of unglazed floor/hearth tile (weighing 586g) were 
also recovered.

Although there are obviously some earlier medieval tiles 
present in these context groups, the majority are in fabrics 
typical of the Transitional period being harder fired and 
generally tempered with finer sand. Three fabric variants were 
identified and samples of each have been retained. Where 
present, the peg holes tend to be diamond or square-shaped, 
rather than round. Some 11 pieces of red brick (weighing 
2687g) were also recovered from contexts of this date, but 
these are likely to be intrusive from the 18th- to 19th-century 
activity on the site.

A large proportion of the ceramic building material was 
recovered from five late 18th- to 19th-century contexts. These 
produced peg tile (13 pieces weighing just over 2kg), ridge 
tile (two pieces weighing 430g), glazed wall tile (three pieces 
weighing 431g) and red brick (21 pieces weighing just over 
13kg), some of which have frogs suggesting a date in the second 
half of the 19th century.

THE METALWORK by Luke Barber 

The excavations recovered 14 pieces of ironwork and three 
pieces of copper alloy from nine individually numbered 
contexts. All the material has been fully listed for the archive. 

A large proportion of the metalwork came from 19th-
century contexts and includes a variety of nails and three wall-
ties. The remainder of the assemblage is from 15th- to 16th-
century contexts and includes a number of heavily corroded 
general purpose nails, two copper alloy sheet fragments and 
a belt buckle. The buckle is of a double oval loop type, with 
moulded knops at either end of the strap bar. Exact parallels 
have been dated to the 16th to early 17th centuries (Whitehead 
1996, numbers 302 and 303).

THE ANIMAL BONE by Lucy Sibun

Approximately 4kg of bone was recovered from 23 contexts. 
The majority of these have been dated to the 15th to 16th 
centuries and it is these which have been summarised here. 
The species identified include cattle, sheep/goat, pig, hare 
and domestic fowl. A few fragments of bird and fish were also 
recovered. 

The assemblage is dominated by cattle, the number of 
individual specimens (NISP) being 112, with the minimum 
number of individuals (MNI) calculated as three. The vast 
majority of fragments present are from the meat bearing 
elements of the skeleton, although all parts of the skeleton are 
represented. The NISP for sheep is 71, with the MNI calculated 
as 4 and all parts of the skeleton are also represented. However, 
the relative quantities of meat bearing and non-meat bearing 
elements are more even. For both species, immature and mature 
animals are represented and butchery associated with splitting 
and jointing the carcass is abundant. Pig is less frequent (NISP 
6, MNI 1) and the fragments present include long bones, teeth 
and a scapula. At least two fragments suggest a pig of less than 
three years (Silver 1969). Other species identified include hare 
and domestic fowl as well as unidentified bird and fish, but 
these are few in number. 

Although small, this assemblage does provide an 
indication of the animals favoured in Lewes during this period. 
The nature of the assemblage implies domestic waste. There is 
no evidence that cattle were butchered on, or close to the site, 

given the high proportion of meat bearing elements present 
and the lack of primary butchery waste. The picture is less clear 
for sheep, with the primary butchery waste present alongside 
other elements. 

THE HUMAN BONE Lucy Sibun

Pit [31], dated to the 12th to 13th centuries, contained the 
almost complete skeleton of a human infant alongside a few 
fragments of animal bone. An inventory was completed for 
the infant and long bone measurements were taken where 
possible. Most parts of the skeleton were recovered and these 
are outlined below. 

Axial Skeleton

The cranium was incomplete and highly fragmentary. The 
mandible was also present, but fragmentary, and only four 
tooth crowns were recovered. The spine was represented by 
neural arch fragments but no centrums. Both scapulae and 
clavicles were present, as were six right and four left ribs. The 
innominate (pelvic) bones were not represented. 

Appendicular Skeleton

With the exception of the left femur, all the long bones 
were present and measurements were possible for several. 
The remains also included four metacarpal shafts and two 
phalanges. The long bone measurements suggest an infant or 
newborn up to 5 months old (Bass 1987) and the dentition an 
age of between 2–5 months (Gustafson and Koch 1974).

There was no evidence for pathology on the skeleton, so 
the cause of death is unknown. The disposal of the infant is 
perhaps of most interest, as it appears to have been deposited 
in a pit alongside domestic refuse at a time in which proper 
Christian burial would be expected. 

THE NUREMBERG JETON by David Rudling

An anonymous issue brass jeton, or casting counter, was found 
in pit [28], fill [30]. It is of the ‘rose/orb’ type, circa 1500–1550, 
24mm in diameter, with an irregular die axis, and weighs 1.75g.

The obverse has no initial mark, a fictitious marginal 
legend and three crowns, alternating with three fleur de lis, 
arranged centrifugally around a five-petalled rose. 

The reverse has an uncertain (?crown) or no initial mark, 
a fictitious marginal legend and an imperial orb surmounted 
by a cross patty within a tressure with three main arches. The 
space between the ornamental tressure and the inner circle is 
decorated with three pairs of annulets (Mitchiner 1988).

D I S C U S S I O N

Although very limited in scope, the archaeological 
fieldwork in Castle Ditch Lane produced some 
interesting results, and provided a modest 
contribution to the historic urban topography 
of Lewes. The discovery of the castle ditch, 
although not unexpected, was the first time 
that this feature had been examined under 
archaeological conditions. The excavation also 
produced limited evidence for domestic activity, 
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although considerably truncated and largely of later 
medieval and early post-medieval date.

THE DITCH

Only a very small sample of the ditch could be 
examined within the confines of the site, and 
the dimensions remain speculative, particularly 
given the considerable truncation of the upper 
levels. The depth of the ditch remains unknown, 
as the excavation only sampled the northern/
western edge. However, a watching brief during 
the construction of a new boundary wall in April 
2010 at the Lewes Combined Court Centre, on 
the southern side of Castle Ditch Lane, recovered 
possible evidence for upper ditch fills (but no actual 
edge) on the southern/eastern edge of the ditch, 
allowing a minimum width of 10 metres to be 
determined (Garland 2010). The true width is likely 
to be greater than this, and may bear comparison 
with other excavated medieval ditches. A width 
of 17 metres was recorded at Winchelsea (Martin 
and Martin 2004) and the town ditch in Portwall 
Street, Bristol, was 16 metres wide (Hebditch 1968). 
A partial excavation of a mysterious internal ditch 
at Lancaster Street, Lewes, produced an excavated 
width of seven metres and the extrapolated width 
(based on the identified profile) was probably 
double that figure (Freke 1975). A smaller width 
of nine metres was recorded at Farnham (Poulton 
and Riall 1998). However, all of these were external 
town defences rather than a castle ditch within 
a town, with the exception of the latter, which 
was interpreted as a possible Anarchy period 
fortification.

In terms of date, the small amount of evidence 
recovered was derived from the latest deposits of 
15th- to 16th-century date, when the ditch appears 
to have been deliberately backfilled to the level of 
the lane, a period when it is known to have been 
classed as waste and granted out for a number of 
purposes. This is supported by the pottery evidence 
for domestic activity at this time, found in heavily 
truncated rubbish pits. The excavation did not 
sample the earlier fills of the ditch and thus was 
unable to cast any light on the date and origin 

of the feature, although it would be reasonable 
to assume that the ditch was in existence by the 
early 12th century, when the castle perimeter 
appears to have been fixed (Brent 2004, 54). The 
later deposits are all probably related to 18th- and 
19th-century landscaping associated with the use 
of the area north of the lane as gardens. The later 
development of this area is difficult to resolve due 
to the truncation of deposits prior to excavation.

One of the most striking aspects of the 
archaeology of the ditch is that it was cut into the 
chalk bedrock, a huge and onerous task. The ability 
of William de Warenne to organise the labour and 
resources necessary, together with the suggested 
obliteration of part of the town when the castle was 
built (Houghton 1998, 27), provides unequivocal 
evidence of Norman power.

THE INFANT BURIAL

The burial of a human infant, less than six months 
old, within a rubbish pit dated to the 12th–13th 
centuries is an intriguing discovery. The burial of 
children outside consecrated cemeteries was not 
unusual in the medieval period, due to the belief 
that infants who died unbaptized were unclean 
and prone to rise from the dead (Shahar 1990, 
in Gilchrist and Sloane 2005, 72). This attitude 
is manifested in the archaeological record by 
the under-representation of children’s burials in 
excavated medieval cemeteries, suggesting that 
they were being buried elsewhere (Daniell 1998, 
125). That this attitude, which to modern eyes 
seems unsympathetic and somewhat callous, 
was not necessarily accepted by grieving parents 
is illustrated by the royal licence granted to 
Hereford Cathedral in 1398. This licence allowed 
the enclosure of the cemetery in order to prevent 
the secret burial of unbaptized children within a 
consecrated plot (Daniell 1998,127).

The burial of an infant within a refuse pit is not, 
therefore, an unusual discovery for the period. The 
actual circumstances surrounding it, the human 
story that lies behind it, infused with tragedy and 
perhaps scandal, lie tantalisingly beyond the reach 
of archaeology. 

Correspondence: Archaeology South-East, Units 1 and 2, 2 Chapel Place, Portslade, East Sussex, BN41 
1DR.
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