
V.— THE ‘ QUIGS BURING PLAS IN SIDGATT/ NEW
CASTLE, THE SWIRLE, AND THE LORT BURN.

B y Dennis Embleton, M.D.

[Read on the 28th day of November. 1894.]
At the request of Mr. Maberly Phillips, author of the paper on the 
above subject in a former volume of the Archaeologia Aeliana,1 I 
visited, on August 23rd last, the excavations being carried on at the 
above place, the site of the once celebrated school of the Bruces, 
father and son, and quite recently of a public laundry. The history 
of this ground, so far as it could be recovered, was exhaustively re
lated by Mr. Phillips in the above mentioned volume on November 
28th, 1888. With this history it is far from my intention to interfere, 
it is my wish only to supplement it.

From 1683 to 1790 the site had been, in common.with ‘ the Ballast 
Hills’ at the east end of the town, the burial ground of ministers, and 
of members and their families, of certain dissenting communities of 
Newcastle who worshipped at the Castle Garth and other meeting 
houses.

Mr. Alfred E. Ingledew, of Messrs. Oliver and Leeson, architects, 
has kindly sent me a tracing from Hutton’s map of Newcastle of 
17 75, showing the* exact position of the graveyard with regard to



S id g a te  or P ercy  street, an d  a  sketch  on a  la rg e r  scale  w ith  d im en sio n s 

an d  other in te re stin g  d etails.2 T h e  .dim ensions are :— L e n g th , one 

hun dred  an d  n in ety -four feet s i s  inches ; w idth  a t  low er en d , fo rty  

feet s ix  in ch es ; w idth  a t upper end, six ty-six  feet three inches.

I t  lies para lle l an d  close to the low est p a rt  o f S t . T h o m a s’s street 

a t i t s  east side, an d  is  boun ded on its  east 's id e  by  M r. S an d erso n ’s 

H o tsp u r brew ery, a t th e  n orth  end by M r. S la te r ’s p ro p erty , an d  a t  

the sou th  end by S id g a te  or P ercy  street.

T h e  groun d  con sists o f from  three an d  a  h a lf  feet to four an d  a  h a l f  

feet depth  o f  o rd in ary  soil, re st in g  on a  ra th er thin  layer o f  yellow  

clay, below w hich is  a  th ick  bed of b lue c lay .

D u rin g  the exam in ation  of th e  u pper p a r t  o f the g ro u n d  an  

an cien t w atercourse w as d iscovered  called  the Sw irle, w hich h ad  

ev id en tly  been a  lon g  tim e d iverted  fro m  its  o r ig in a l course th rou gh  

the grou n d  to a  cu lvert con structed , m ost likely , ab o u t 1 7 8 6 , w hen 

the p lo t w as b e in g  levelled  and w alled in , to carry  the w ater aw ay 

from  the b u r ia ls ; i t  w as led a lo n g  the w est side o f  the grou n d  dow n to  

P ercy  street, where it  is  supposed  to  h ave ended in  a s treet sew er. 

T h e  cu lvert w as con structed  o f rem arkab ly  la rg e  an d  pecu liarly  form ed 

stones, w hich m u st have belonged to som e an cien t ecclesiastica l b u ild 

in g . T h ese  will be m ore particu larly  n oticed  fu rth er on.

I t  is o f  som e little  in terest first to trace  th e  Sw irle  an d  its  con n ec

tion  w ith  the L o r t  burn .

T h e  w ater o f the Sw irle  cam e from  som ew here ab ou t the m iddle 

o f  the L e aze s  u n dergrou n d  to the top  o f the Q u ig s ’ b u ria l p lace, an d  

w as there conveyed in to  the cu lvert above n oticed , an d  so it  w ent 

dow n P ercy  street an d  under the tow n w all a t  a  sh o rt d istan ce  to the 

east o f  the old N ew gate .

A t  the presen t tim e th a t  w ater, I* suppose, is  m ade to issu e  con 

tin uou sly , pro bono publico, from  a sm all stone p a n t w hich h as been  

erected n ear to the south  bord er o f the L eazes, a t  a few y ard s above 

an d  to the w est o f th e  top  o f  S t . T h o m as’s street.

W hen, why, an d  from  w hom  th is little  stream , an d  th a t  also  w hich 

ex ists  a t the end o f  S an d gate , received the nam e o f Swirle does n ot 

ap pear, b u t  it  m u st be c lear th a t  they h ad  never been connected w ith  

each other when the levels o f  the lan d  betw een them  are considered .



I n  som e o f th e  old  m ap s o f N ew castle  th is  Sw irle  is  erroneously  

la id  dow n a s  th e  h ead  w ater o f  th e  L o r t  burn . T h u s  in  Speed ’s, 

1 6 1 0 , th e  L o r t  b u m  is  represented  a s  s ta r t in g  from  the n orth  side 

o f  S id g a te , ru n n in g  down S id g a te  to  th e  tow n w all un der w hich it  

p a sse s  a  lit t le  to th e  east o f the N ew gate , thence c u rv in g  a  little  to 

th e  east  i t  trav erses the grou n d s o f the ‘ N ew  H o u se ,’ an d  a fter  p a s s 

in g  under two sep arate  row s of houses com es to  the p o sitio n  o f  the 

H ig h  b r id g e  a t  ab o u t th e  to p  o f the o ld  B u tc h e r  M ark e t, un der w hich 

i t  p a sse s  to  the D ean , the low er p a rt  o f the S id e , an d  th e  east p o rtio n  

o f  th e  Sa n d h ill to th e  T y n e .
I n  th e  m ap . o f  ‘ R a lp h  G ardn er, g e n t .’ o f  1 6 5 4 , en grav ed  by  

H o lla r , th e  L o r t  b u rn  is  show n a s  sp r in g in g  from  the L e aze s  a t  som e 

d istan ce  above S t . T h o m a s’s street, p a ssin g  th rou gh  th e  site  o f the 

fu tu re  ‘ Q u ig s ’ B u r in g P la s , ’ th en  dow n S id g a te  to an d  un der th e  tow n 

w all som ew hat nearer to N ew gate  th an  in  Speed , th en  dow n 

N ew g ate  street as  fa r  a s  the east end o f D arn  C rook, where it  m ak es 

a  sh arp  tu rn  to  the east, an d  is  con tin u ed  in  the sam e course as  in  

Sp eed  to  th e  riv er . I n  H o lla r ’s m ap  of the sam e date  as  G ard n er’s, 

th e  Sw irle  is  rep resen ted  as  the L o r t  bu rn .

T h e  re a l L o r t  burn , how ever, arises from  the N u n s m oor, beyond 

an d  to th e  w est o f  the b arrack s , an d  prob ab ly  fro m  the lon g  deserted  

coal w orks there, ru n s dow n th e  B a rra c k  ro ad  in to  G allo w gate  an d  

D arn  C rook  a s  a  con siderab le  stream  com pared  w ith  the Sw irle , 

w hich  i t  receives as  a  sm all tr ib u ta ry  a t  the po in t where the Sw irle is  

rep resen ted  a s cu rv in g  to the east, in  G ardn er’s m ap, a t the foot o f  

D a rn  C ro ok  in  N ew gate  street, thence the L o r t  burn , ru n n in g  under 

th e  ‘ C h an cellor’s H e a d ’ pu b lic  house, tak es the course m arked  in  the 

ab ov e  m ap s as  th a t  o f  the L o r t  dow n to the T yn e.

O rig in ally  h ead  sto n es or s lab s h ad  been p laced  over som e o f  the 

b od ies in te rre d  in  th is b u ria l g r o u n d ; these h ad  su bsequ en tly  been  

rem oved  an d  p laced  ag a in st  the side w alls ; la ter on they h ad  been 

rem oved  an d  d ispersed , an d  la te r  still som e of them  were d iscovered  

am o n g  very  u n su itab le  su rro u n d in gs.
T w o  o f these stones are  know n to ex ist  a t  presen t, one in  the 

U n ita r ia n  chu rch  in  N ew  B r id g e  street, the other in  th e  chapel o f 

th e  castle . F o r  record  o f  the form er see Archaeologia Aeliana, 
vol. x iii. p . 2 3 5 . A  few h um an  bones h ad  been fo u n d 'in  the soil o f



the g rav ey ard  before excavation  w as b e g an , an d  also  ou tsid e  o f  the 

b ou n d arie s o f the grou n d .

T h e  excav atio n  o f  the b u ria l gro u n d  w as b egu n  at th e  low er or 

south  end an d  con tin ued  g rad u a lly  up  to  the north  end u n til the  

whole o f th e  so il an d  p a rt  o f th e  clay  were d u g  ou t an d  carted  aw ay, 

the bones foun d  b e in g  collected an d  p laced  asid e  ; the low est p a rt  w as 

qu ite  dry, h av in g  been covered  by the school b u ild in g s ; th e  u p p er 

p a rt  w as 'open an d  exposed  to ra in fa ll, and p ossib ly  also  to  leak ag e  

from  the cu lvert, an d  the w ater b e in g  reta in ed  m ore or less in the so il 

by the clay, th e  groun d  w as very  wet, an d  decom position  o f  the bodies 

an d  the coffins h ad  th u s been  greatly  favou red .

In term en ts h ad  been m ore frequen t a t  the low er th an  a t  th e  upper 

p a rt  o f  th e  grou n d , b u t the greatest n u m ber w as found a t  the e ast  s id e  

about the m iddle. T h e  num ber of g rav e s  in d ica ted  on the accom p an y 

in g  p lan  (p . 8 9 )  does not m ean  th a t  they  were the only in te rm en ts 

found, for th ere  were m an y  others th a t h ad  been m ade w ith out 

coffins. T h e  earlie st deposited  w ere th e  farth est gone in  decom position .

N o  g rav e , except one a t  the u pper east side  o f the grou n d , w as 

fou n d  a t a  greater depth  th an  five feet s ix  inches, b u t severa l h ad  

been p laced  w ith in  two feet o f the surface, the exception al case  b e in g  

th a t  w hich lay  qu ite  in  the clay  bed, an oth er w as fou n d  in clo sed  in  a  

case  o f  lim e, possib ly  th at o f som e person  who h ad  d ied  o f a m a lig 

n an t fever, an oth er case w as th a t  o f a  large  skeleton  ly in g  d irectly  

over another sm aller, p ossib ly  h usban d  an d  wife. A ll the bodies were 

laid  w ith  th e ir heads to the n orth . A n  un u sually  large  coffin w as m et 

w ith , M r. In gledew  rep orts th at the len gth  o f it was- s ix  feet e ig h t 

inches, its  g re a te s t  w idth  two feet four inches, its  head fourteen  inches- 

broad, its  foo t nine inches by six  in ches ; its  sides were m ade o f  two 

th ickn esses o f  oak, an d  rounded tow ards the bottom  like  the sides o f  a 

boat, leav in g  a  w idth o f  fou r inches on the flat. T h e  bones w ith in  

had not been specia lly  n oticed  on exh um ation ; b u t am on g the 

collected bones I  saw  none o f g reater size th an  the fem u r n oticed  

below as m easu rin g  n ineteen  an d  a  h a lf  in ch es in  len gth .

O ver fifty  skeletons in  all were d isin terred , b u t none qu ite  en tire , 

for the sm aller bones o f  the h an ds an d  feet could  scarcely  be 

recogn ised , an d  only a  few pelv ic  bones could be collected. T h e  en ds 

o f the lon g bones b u ried  in the seventeenth  cen tury  were m uch



decayed  aw ay, o r h ad  becom e detach ed  d u rin g  the excav a tio n . A  

piece o f  m arb le  en grav ed  w ith  a  crest w as d iscovered  in  the excav atio n . 

T h e re  w ere sk u lls  an d  other bones o f wom en, b u t the g re a t  m a jo r ity  

were th ose  o f  m en ; none o f children  w as obtained .

I  p roduced  a t  a  p rev iou s m eetin g one o f  the m ost recent an d  b est 

p re serv ed  sk u lls  an d  low er jaw  o f  the sam e, an d  one of the th igh  bones 

o f  th e  sam e  skeleton , w hich w as the b ig g e st  I  h ad  n oticed . T h ese  

w ere w ell an d  stro n g ly  m ade, b u t th e  jaw s h ad  lo st  d u r in g  life  

severa l o f  th eir m olar teeth . I t  w as not possib le  to exam ine the sk u ll 

w ith  care  before th e  m e e t in g ; a fterw ard s it  an d  the fem u r were 

sto len  by one o f  th e  lab ou rers to  w hom  they were en tru sted  to be 

carr ie d  b ac k  to  the other bones, an d  th e  m an w as not to be fou n d  

n ex t day  an d  h a s  n o t been  seen since. T h e  fem ur m easu red  n ineteen  

an d  a  h a lf  inches in  len gth , w hich in d icates a  person  o f the sta tu re  o f  

five feet n in e  in ch es or five feet ten  in ches. T h e  av erage  len gth  o f  the 

h u m an  ad u lt  fem u r is  e igh teen  inches. A  second fem u r m easu red  

fo u rteen  an d  th ree-q u arte r inches in  len gth , an d  a  th ird  th irteen  an d  

a h a lf  in ches, b o th  prob ab ly  th ose  o f  wom en. T h e  sk u ll m ay  h ave 

been  th a t o f  a  stro n g  m in ister o f m atu re  or over m iddle  age . T h e  

exh um ed  bon es were collected, p laced  in  three coffin-like boxes, 

w hich  w ere in terred  n ear the p o sitio n  o f  the grav e y ard  (see p lan  
n ext p a g e ) .

M r. A lfred  E .  In gledew , who h as o b lig in g ly  g iv en  m e p a rts  o f  the 

p reced in g  in fo rm ation , h as also  afforded m e the fo llow in g :—

‘ There were also exhumed several wrought iron handles of coffins. They 
had all been fixed on the ends, not .the sides, of these; they were beautifully 
turned and flanged, tapering to points, and fastened to the wood by double
tailed nails at the inside, where they were kept in position by a small square 
plate ; in one instance, on the head of the coffin, was found a very large handle 
in position, and a portion of what had been the plate, but on attempting to 
clear ofE the soil from it it was destroyed, though the marks were still visible; 
below and at the lower end of this plate were two small shields, but so defaced 
that nothing could be distinguished on their surfaces. Around the whole of 
these ornaments were two circles, each of about one-eighth of an inch broad, 
cut in the wood, which was oak, and certain numerals were observed, of 
which only 1114 ” was plainly to be seen, the rest could not be made out 
owing to the rough usage of the part by one of the labourers.’

* W hilst the culvert above noticed was being taken up, many very interesting 
stones were brought to light. I t  was a two feet square drain, the walls of which 
were formed of stones beautifully moulded, for instance, heads and sills of door-
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ways and windows, two very large jamb-s tones with the mouldings in perfect 
condition, two large voussoirs, or keystones of arches perfect and beautifully cut, 
mullions and portions of detached shafts, all of which had evidently come from 
some considerable sacred building, for on. removing the last stone it turned out 
to be a part of the tracery of a very large window.

These stones, as their sculpture shows, belong to the Early English

style of architecture.
In conclusion, I am strongly of opinion that the above stones, 

being of ecclesiastical origin and belonging to the Early English style 
of architecture, had once formed parts of the fabric of the old chapel 
of St. James at the Barras Bridge. The chapel and the QuigsV burial 
ground were only a few hundred yards apart. The houses that a few 
years ago stood on the site of the present Hancock museum of 
Natural History were built at the end of last century ; at the 
time of'th eir erection the ground must. have been, completely 
broken up and the remains of the dilapidated chapel of St. James 
would be dug up and disposed of, and that must have occurred, 
about, the time, when the burial ground of the Quigs t was being 
levelled and walled m, i.e. in 1786, when stones would be-wanted 
for forming the' culvert to carry the Swirle, threatening the burial 
place, into the proper direction. The proprietors of that place hear
ing of the excavations at St. James’s, and, we .must suppose, having 
had permission, carried off such of the exhumed., stones as best suited 
their purpose, and thus made part of their culvert.

There is nothing to show who it was who gave away those conse
crated stones. The few stones preserved in front of the museum ar6 
characteristically carved in Early English style, several showing the 
dog-tooth ornament of that style.


