
Prehistoric and Medieval Occupation 
near Flanchford Mill, Reigate

By R L ELLABY

Summary

Fieldwalking by the writer in 1974 disclosed a dense scatter of prehistoric flintwork in ploughsoil 
abutting the northern side of the mill pond at Flanchford, Reigate (TQ 235 480). Exploratory 
excavations in the winter of 1975/6 indicated that the bulk of this material had been redeposited, 
arguably as a result of possible mill pond extensions rl700 AD. An excavated area to the 
north-west of the mill itself produced late 12th/early 13th century pottery sherds and 
contemporary rubbish pits containing fragments of millstone, testifying to the presence of a 
watermill three centuries before the earliest documentary evidence.

Topography (fig 1)

Close to Flanchford watermill 1.75 miles (2.8 km) south-west of Reigate there is considerable 
evidence for prehistoric and medieval occupation on the edge of the Low Terrace bluff in the 
angle of land at the confluence of Wallace brook and the river Mole. The terrace geology consists 
of gravel, predominantly flint, overlain by approximately 18 in (46 cm) of brickearth, the upper 
10 in (25 cm) of which are regularly ploughed. The Low or Dominant Terrace, at 165-175 ft 
(50-53 m) OD, is a distinctive feature of the district being raised 7—12 ft (2.2-3.7 m) above the 
level of the river channel. Flooding is thus restricted within a floodplain ‘trench’ rarely wider than 
150 yds (140 m) between the terrace bluffs (Green et al 1934, 39-42).

Being close to water, but at the same time well drained, deposits of gravel and/or brickearth on 
the terrace attracted settlement in the prehistoric period and, lying as they do in Weald Clay 
country, may have been selected for agriculture as early as the Neolithic. Material of this period 
has been observed and collected over many years (Ellaby 1977; O’Connell & Poulton 1981) on the 
terrace between Sidlowbridge and Betchworth. As at Flanchford concentrations of flintwork are 
found in the angle of land between tributary and river, a position which may have given a feeling 
of security if not actually defensive. Equally these sites would have been the ideal location for the 
trapping of salmon migrating up river and entering the streams to spawn on the gravel beds. Such 
a seasonal strategy may also be envisaged for Mesolithic hunter-gatherers who had previously 
occupied the same positions.

The narrowing valley between the bluffs a little way up the course of the tributary streams has 
provided excellent situations for damming to give a suitable head of water for driving mills. The 
mills at Wonham and Flanchford exploited this feature but other manorial mills on the upper 
Mole at Horley, Sidlowbridge and Betchworth were of the island or bypass type receiving their 
power from the river itself via a system of artificially cut watercourses. The site of the manorial 
mill of Buckland, at Hartswood (VCH 3, 173), is unknown but may possibly be placed at Round 
Island (TQ 244 474) where the river has more the appearance of being artificially braided than of 
a meander in the process of natural abandonment as has recently occurred 0.8 miles (1.3 km) to 
the east (TQ 255 468).

The excavation (fig 2)

Preliminary excavations in advance of deep ploughing consisted of a series of small sample 
trenches 18 in (0.5 m) square cut at 10 yard (9.2 m) intervals on a line 30 yds (27.5 m) north of 
and parallel to the mill pond, a line designated as passing approximately through the centre of the



Fig 1. Location map. Flanchford and the Low Terrace deposits on the Upper Mole

flint scatter previously discovered in fieldwork. A second series of identical cuts was then opened 
up at a right angle to the pond to assess the width of the scatter. These excavations proved 
faithful, through a flint count from individual trenches, to the fieldwork in that the main 
concentration of flints was spread within an arc against the mill pond approximately 125 yds 
(105 m) by 45 yds (41 m). They also showed that the bulk of the flints was contained in the 
ploughsoil. The planning of further work in the hope of finding an in situ site was therefore 
abandoned.

At the western end of the area under discussion trial trenches A, B, C, D, 10, 11 and 14 
yielded sherds of medieval pottery while 14 also revealed charcoal and lumps of siliceous tufa 
immediately below the modern ploughsoil. Trench FI was subsequently opened up around this 
feature disclosing that the tufa, charcoal and fresh articulating sherds of medieval pottery were 
contained within a pit (Pit 1) approximately 4 ft in diameter and 18 in (0.5 m) deep, cut through 
the brickearth and into the gravel beneath. 3 yds (2.75 m) north-west of Pit 1 a second similar pit 
(Pit 2) was located containing a fill of tufa lumps and gravel. Abraded medieval sherds in quantity 
were recovered from7the entire area of Fl and, where fully excavated, from the upper 4-5 in 
(10-13 cm) of the brickearth. These were accompanied by a few extremely fragile bone 
fragments and a boar’s tusk. Rare flint flakes were found below the pottery level, possibly in situ





pieces peripheral to a concentration that had once lain similarly undisturbed to the east (see 
below). No medieval sherds were found in the modern ploughsoil either in the excavation or 
fieldwork although post-medieval pieces did occur sporadically.

Also recorded in FI were what appeared to be the basal portions of two converging vertical 
sided narrow ‘ditches’ the upper parts of which had presumably been removed by ploughing. 
Approximately 1 ft (30 cm) wide and 6 in (15 cm) deep, they contained a fill of loose stones, 
gravel and chalk. Occasional pieces of brick and a small sherd of fine hard pottery would 
tentatively date them to the 18th or 19th century. The two ‘ditches’ were connected by a narrow 
single course of chalk lumps and gravel which cut the edge of Pit 2. The purpose of these features 
is unknown but it may be suggested they were used as subsoil drainage channels and possibly 
supported pipes since removed by ploughing.

20 yds (18 m) north of Fl a second area, F2, was opened up as a result of a gradiometer scan by 
Dr A J Clark. Nothing of significance was found, the instrument probably detecting a dense 
patch of iron pan. Crossing the north-west corner of the trench, and running parallel to the gentle 
slope of the field, was a line of single-course fist-sized lumps of chalk set in the brickearth which, 
as in F l, may once have been connected with drainage.

Perhaps the most surprising outcome of the excavations with regard to the prehistoric material 
is the observation that the great majority of flints was found in the ploughsoil which, in the 
western part at least, overlay a medieval surface. By contrast the flints below this surface were 
rare in the extreme. The simplest explanation would be that the modern ploughsoil abutting the 
pond consists largely of redeposited material, arguable as spoil from the pond itself. When 
Tlanchford was visited by Aubrey in 1673 he described the property as ‘a handsome Seate, late in 
the possession of Sir Cyrill Wych, Kt one of the Six Clerks in Chancery: it is adorn’d with a 
spacious Garden and a Park well stock’d with Deer, wherein are four Ponds in Train that drive a 
Mill’ (Aubrey 4, 109). However on a photocopy of a map of the estate in 1727 (by C K Sherren; 
BL Maps 188.j. 1(3)) there is only a single pond identical in size and shape to that which exists 
today, albeit much silted and overgrown. On this evidence it may be suggested that at some time 
between 1673 and 1727 considerable expansion in milling operations necessitated an increased 
head of water. This could have been achieved by cutting back the bluff of the brickearth and 
gravel terrace, and with it the prehistoric site(s), and the construction of the not inconsiderable 
present dam thus flooding the ensuing widened valley and the four previous ponds. If this was 
the case, the terrace material was probably used in the construction of the dam with surplus 
being spread on the field adjacent. Indeed the ploughsoil abutting the pond contains a high 
proportion of gravel, as well as prehistoric artefacts, while further outfield the soil is derived 
principally from the brickearth which overlies gravel beyond reach of the plough.

The finds

PREHISTORIC STRUCK FLINT (figs 3 and 4)

The prehistoric finds consist entirely of a collection of over 4,000 pieces of struck flint 
manufactured principally from the local gravel. The disturbed nature of the soil in which they 
were found precludes precise definition of occupation chronology; thus any attempt at such an 
exercise hinges on the typology of recognised artefact forms.

M esolithic

The bulk of the material would appear to be of Mesolithic origin and contains many examples of 
the classic artefacts of the period viz microliths (nos 1-39), microburins, gravers, truncated 
pieces, bladelets, small bladelet cores and a single tranchet axe (no 40). Chronology still remains 
biased towards the typology of microliths and an immediate glance at the 39 sufficiently complete
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Fig 3. Microliths from Flanchford 1:1

examples (from a collection of 47) would indicate that there was no occupation in the Early 
Mesolithic (c8300-c7300 be) as the time marker of this episode, the large obliquely backed point, 
is absent. The earliest visit(s) would appear to have been made in the ‘Horsham’ or ‘Wealden’ 
period ( cl 300-c6500 be) as the classic ‘Horsham Point’ is present (nos 10—11) along with its 
normal associates (Jacobi 1978, 20; 1980, 11-12), isosceles triangles (nos 12-13), a bitruncated 
point (no 9) and obliquely backed points (nos 1-8) considerably smaller than those which may be 
found in early contexts (Jacobi 1980, 20; Pitts & Jacobi 1979, 169). While the obliquely backed 
points with opposed retouch on the leading edge (nos 4-8) would perhaps belong firmly within 
the ‘Horsham’ (Jacobi 1982, 15) it must be admitted that the remainder (nos l-3) could equally 
belong to the later Mesolithic (c6500-c4000 be). Limited information of this period in south-east 
England would suggest however that their numbers in any assemblage are much reduced 
compared with the preceding ‘Horsham’ phase. Equivocal also are the broad scalene triangles 
(nos 14-16) but confidently representative of the later period are the type artefacts, narrow 
scalene triangles (nos 17-29), and straight backed bladelets or rods (nos 30-39) which on current 
evidence in the south-east are found most commonly in the first half of the period (c6500-c5250 
be).



In the absence of late microlith types (after c5250 be) viz small lanceolates, four-sided pieces 
and microtranchets, it may be possible to suggest that the total collection of microliths represents 
a single occupation in a hypothetical overlap phase when the local hunter-gatherers were using 
both a ‘Horsham’ and a later technology. To date however there is no hard evidence that such a 
period existed and it must be stressed that the listed late forms are locally rare and the Flanchford 
collection is small. Further fieldwork with the collection of more microliths could alter the 
occupation chronology considerably.

Neolithic!Bronze Age

While a proportion of the debitage, scrapers and randomly worked non-specific artefacts could 
belong to post-Mesolithic industries, there are only two pieces that can, with confidence, be so 
attributed. These are a fragmentary bifacially-worked triangular arrowhead (no 41) and part of a 
chipped and very finely polished axe of thin section (no 42) which, when complete, may have 
resembled the specimen from Redhill (Hooper 1926, 90 and pi 2; 1945, 14-15 and pi 2; now in 
the Rankine Collection, Farnham Museum). These axes are of ‘Seamer’ type (Field & Woolley 
1984, 87) and probably belong to the late Neolithic; the arrowhead may well be of similar age. 
The majority of arrowheads found on the terrace are of triangular type with transverse and 
barbed-and-tanged also present. This evidence would indicate that the most intensive post-



Mesolithic use was in the late Neolithic/Early Bronze Age although of course it may have 
continued later when lithic artefacts decreased and became less distinguished. Indeed the Middle 
Bronze Age barrows on Reigate Heath imply local settlement and it may be argued that the 
better soils in their vicinity, including those on the terrace, supported community farmsteads. 
From the Late Bronze Age to early medieval times evidence for occupation on the terrace is 
non-existent. This may be due to the poor survival of non-lithic artefacts but it may be equally 
that settlement was indeed inhibited as a result of early agriculture having degraded the soil to a 
state little better than the neighbouring heath, marsh and clay lands.

THE MEDIEVAL TUFA

A sample of the tufa was submitted to Mr B C Worssam at the Institute of Geological Sciences 
where it was examined by Mr R W Sanderson of the Petrology Unit who writes: T do not know 
of any secondary silica rocks of this nature in south-east England. The presence of several lumps 
of this material at the site of a mill suggests that it is the French Burrstone which was (Pis) used as 
millstones. The present specimen is rather more cavernous than the example which we have in 
the Museum. I understand that the French Burrstone is a silicified Oligocene fresh-water 
limestone from the valley of the river Marne near Paris and that the degree of silicification is 
rather variable.’

That these lumps of tufa are indeed pieces of millstone may be confirmed by the presence of 
some flat faces exhibiting areas of polish where ‘burrs’ have been removed.

THE MEDIEVAL POTTERY (fig 5)

A total of 417 sherds was recovered from the excavation. Of the 30 rim sherds only 8 were 
suitable for illustration, the remainder being too small, abraded or damaged. The wares may be 
divided into the following categories:

Vesiculated or shell-tempered ware (Turner 1970; Turner in Woods 1974; Williams 1983a)

There are only 11 pieces of this ware (2.6%; 10 body sherds and a single base sherd). All are in a 
red-brown soapy fabric with many vesicles which presumably at one time had been filled with 
shell or other organic matter since leached out or vaporised during firing.
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E arly coarse sandy wares

These comprise the bulk of the pieces (95.2%; 344 body sherds, 29 rims and 24 bases) and vary in 
colour, sometimes on the same sherd, from red-brown-grey, grey-brown to black. The majority 
would normally fall into the categories red-brown surfaced grey (RBSG) and early reduced (ER) wares 
but it is often difficult to distinguish between the two (Williams 1983a, 64). Of the rim sherds in 
these fabrics (eg nos 1-6) are to be noted the pie-crust (no 1) and thumbed (no 2) forms. 
Decoration is limited to 16 sherds and consists of raised chains or straps (5 examples, eg nos 9-10) 
and scratchmarking (11 examples; cf Williams 1983a, fig 6, no 11).

A number of soft grey-brown sherds with black surfaces (eg nos 7-8) would perhaps belong to 
the category black-surfaced grey ware (Turner 1970; Williams 1983a) and may be precursors of this 
type in a hard grey fabric observed on several East Surrey sites including Reigate town.

Pink oxidised ware (Turner 1974; 1977; Turner in Woods 1974; Turner in Ellaby 1984)

Only 9 sherds (2.2%) were recovered. A single rim sherd, too small and damaged for illustration 
appears to be of the simple squared form. The remainder are body sherds of which two are plain, 
one has green glaze and five have white slip and olive-green glaze. Two of the last pieces, possibly 
from the same vessel, have white slip in the form of raised blobs and ridges.

Discussion

From the results of several excavations in the Reigate area, and perhaps limited information from 
more distant sources, a crude chronological framework can be postulated for the local changes in 
pottery fabrics from the Conquest to the Black Death. This framework is based on the dominant 
types in large collections from sealed contexts. A starting point is the material from the backlands 
area of the probable Domesday settlement of Cherchefelle just east of the town (Poulton 1980). 
Here pottery included a very high proportion of shell-tempered ware and may be placed earlier 
than cl 150 as vessels in the earliest archaeological levels of the town, founded in the late 12th 
century (Beresford 1967, 491), are chiefly of variant coarse sandy wares of the red-brown 
surfaced grey and early reduced type. These appear to diminish around the middle of the 13th 
century to be replaced, arguably in the following order, by pink oxidised, hard grey and 
off-white fabrics. These dominate for the remainder of the century with perhaps the off-white 
series in the ascendancy from c l300 to 1350.

Clearly then the bulk, if not all, of the Flanchford material falls within the date range 
1150-1250 and was probably deposited as midden from a building nearby. The presence of fresh 
articulating sherds in Pit 1 and in direct association with pieces of millstone is more than 
suggestive that both were derived from an adjacent watermill on or close to the site of the existing 
disused one. In attempting to be more precise about the date of the stones themselves all that can 
be said is that in Pit 1 they were associated with coarse sandy sherds which match those with 
pie-crust rims and scratchmarking elsewhere on the site. A group of material exhibiting both 
these features was excavated from 16 Bell Street (Pit 1) and dated to cl200 (Williams 1983a) while 
further excavations there (Williams 1983b) located a similar group of sherds in loose association 
with a French billon denier of a type minted in Angouleme, Charente, possibly in the 12th 
century (see this vol p 124). On this evidence it is probably fair to say that a mill was working at 
Flanchford at some time between 1150 and 1200.

The presence of pink oxidised sherds, often with a white slip, would indicate however that the 
industry continued well into the 13th century but their rarity suggests they may have been the 
last pottery brought on to the site. Unless, then, subsequent rubbish was deposited elsewhere it 
would seem that occupation had ceased little or no later than 1250. Evidence for renewed activity 
on the site does not occur until c l500 when the first documentation appears (see below) as also 
does post-medieval pottery.



The sequence at Flanchford mill bears a strong resemblance to that in parts of Reigate town 
where there is an apparent decrease in the volume of pottery after cl250 (Turner in Woods 1974 
but see Williams 1983a, 64), arguably a result of contraction in both population and prosperity 
after an initial boom following the foundation. A resurgence can only be detected in the late 15th 
century (O’Connell 1977, 45). If these similarities are more than coincidental it may be possible 
to postulate that a mill at Flanchford was constructed, fell into disuse and raised again in 
sympathy with the fortunes of the town.

Flanchford sub manor and mill: early documentary notes

The place name Flanchford, and its earlier forms, would indicate that the reputed or sub manor 
(VCH 3, 237) was first held by an Anglo-Scandinavian tenant of the Earls of Warenne (Fleinn’s 
ford; Gover et al 1934, 305) and probably not long after rl088 when William de Warenne I was 
made first Earl of Surrey and at the same time endowed with the manors of Reigate 
(Cherchefelle), Dorking, Shere Vachery and Fetcham (Hooper 1945, 24). The ? Norman 
earthwork, now part of Flanchford Farm, is probably the site of the earliest residence(s) while the 
site of the last manor house adjacent would show that the position of the capital messuage 
changed but little over the centuries (vide 1727 map; the house was destroyed in the early 19th 
century (Palgrave 1860, 113); depicted by J Hassell in 1823 (Batley & Moss 1984, 39)).

The first documentation relates probably to the early 13th century. When at some time after 
1240 John de Warenne granted Flanchford to Brice, his cook, and his wife Alice and their heirs, 
the property was described as a parcel of his manor of Reigate and formerly held by Hugh de 
Flenesford (excepting land which Adam de la Watere held) (deed without date, Manning & Bray 
1, 305); it would of course be tempting to associate the said Adam with a watermill of this time. 
The annual rent of a pound of cummin levied under this deed is known to have been received in 
the year 1300 (Hooper 1945, 34).

In the 14th and 15th centuries scattered references reveal that the property was in the tenancy 
of Henry de Flaynesford (1317: CPR 1313-17, 653), Thomas de Fleynesford (1332: LSR), Henry 
de Fleynsford (1395 and 1409: FF 18 Richard II no 64 and 10 Henry IV no 70) and John 
Timperley (1446: Manning & Bray 1, 305; VCH 3, 237). It may be significant that no mention of 
a mill is made in any of these references and similarly for the years 1382-6 when an inventory of 
the property was entered in the bailiff’s accounts (GMR 85/41/1, 507-24).

Timperley conveyed Flanchford in 1454 to John and Alice Arderne who held neighbouring 
Leigh Place and their son Richard inherited at some time before his death in 1499 (Manning & 
Bray 1, 305; VCH 3, 237). At an inquisition of 1500 (PRO E150/1063) it was revealed that 
among considerable property in the locality Richard’s estate included ‘a watermill in [the parish 
of] Reygate held of the manor of Reygate’. This would appear to be the first known reference to a 
mill on the Flanchford site but a positive claim cannot be made until 1530 when the Arderne 
estate, including ‘a watermill called Flansford mill in the said parish of Rygate’, was sold to 
Edmund Shelley of Findon in Sussex by its then owner Sir John Dudley (Watney 1893, 150).

Thereafter occasional references would suggest that mills have stood on the site through the 
centuries to the present day, the existing wheel turning for the last time during the second World 
War.
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