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THE FORMER DRILL HALL SITE, HIGHBRIDGE STREET, WALTHAM ABBEY, ESSEX 
RESULTS OF AN ARCHAEOLOGICAL EXCAVATION: ARCHIVE REPORT 

This document presents the results of the archaeological excavation at the former Drill 
Hall Site, Highbridge Street, Waltham Abbey, Essex. The excavation was conducted by 
AOC Archaeology Group on behalf of George Wimpey North London over two months 
from September to October 2003 and was allocated site code WA8. A Watching Brief was 
also undertaken, in June 2005. As well as a text describing the deposits, features and 
buildings excavated, the report offers full interpretation of the archaeological material 
and its significance to the local area. Full analysis by specialists has been undertaken on 
the artefacts collected from the site. 

The site was first occupied in the medieval period, when it was little more than a marshy 
extension of the River Lea. Midden clearance and pit-digging characterised the first 
anthropogenic activity in site during the medieval period. During the 14th century, the 
first structure and industrial use of the site was established; a shelter for tanning, a 
working surface and a tanning pit indicate direct habitation, as do three small cesspits. 

During the 16th century, the site was used for small industries; both tanning and 
leatherworking were conducted. Following the Dissolution of Waltham Abbey after 1540, 
houses began to be constructed along the Highbridge Street frontage using stonework 
from the Abbey, with a metre of made ground raising the site above the water table. 
There appear to have been two individual plots of land, one to the east and one to the 
west. The occupants of at least one of these houses appear to have been horn-workers, 
the waste from their work filling several pits. 

A range of new houses was built in the 1780s to provide accommodation for workers at 
the Gunpowder factory, the largest being the Storekeeper’s House that lay in the east of 
the site. These houses were demolished in the 20th century, making way for the Drill Hall 
and Government House, which was founded on immense concrete foundations. 
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(Figure 6) 

Standards and 
Practices in Archaeological Fieldwork
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In addition to information on industrial processes, horn 
cores also offer a unique window into the population structure of the post 
medieval cattle herds. Any complete horn cores can be measured and used to 
identify not just age but also sex and breed. 
The adult horse skeleton showed no signs of having been butchered, rather the 
age of the beast and the fusion of some vertebrae suggest a working animal. It 
is possible that some of the straps and other leather items are part of its 
furniture, and it may even have been used by the horner.  
The presence of red deer in the form of a sawn antler fragment may be more 
indicative of antler working than the consumption of venison.
Further analysis of the animal bone can reveal the size and health of the 
animal population as well. 

The leather has good potential. The survival of leather at 
Waltham Abbey is mixed and the recovery of this material from well-dated 
contexts will be of interest for leather studies in the area as well as for the 
interpretation of the site.
Most of the leather was recovered from two early post-medieval pits. The 
leather objects are all finished items which have been used (heavily so in some 
cases), many repaired, and then discarded. The leather has the potential to 
inform about the inhabitants of Waltham Abbey in the late medieval period, 
both from the sizes and styles of footwear that they wore, and their activities 
and status, in terms of the large number of repaired shoes. 

A range of species have been identified from the various phases of 
occupation at the site. The main domesticates; cattle, horse, sheep/goat and 
pig are present throughout. Wild species are present but only in small 
numbers. There appears to be evidence for a broader diet in the medieval 
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period with three bird species identified, chicken, goose and duck. Fish were 
also consumed.

 Can the assemblages of artefacts recovered from the site 
provide evidence of the economic status of the inhabitants? 

Large parts of the site seem to have been 
regularly inundated by the River Lea. Does this suggest a focus on 
Highbridge Street during the medieval period, or a more river-based outlook?
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(Figure 7)
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(Figure 8)
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(Figures 9 and 10)

Figure 9
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(Figure 10)
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(Figure 10)
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(FIGURES 11-12)

(Figure 11)

(Figure 11)
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(Figure 12)
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(Figure 4)

(Figures 12 and 15)
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(Figure 13)
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(Figure 14)

©AOC ARCHAEOLOGY GROUP – SEPTEMBER 2005 



THE FORMER DRILL HALL SITE, HIGHBRIDGE STREET, WALTHAM ABBEY, ESSEX 
RESULTS OF AN ARCHAEOLOGICAL EXCAVATION: ARCHIVE REPORT 

(Vertace 2003)
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(FIGURE 16)
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(FIGURES 17-20)
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(FIGURES 22-26)
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(FIGURES 21-26)
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 ‘Mr Hale, fellmonger and 
wool dealer’. 
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a freehold messuage or tenement 
with the tan yard, vats, sheds buildings etc late in the occupation of Edward 
Valentine Clayson’. 

garden of Mrs 
Dorothy Jessop widow’ 
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stable yard and appurtenances
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Weststrate,
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fellmongers yard and 
tan pits, occupied by Mr Hale, fellmonger and wool dealer’
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Lease and release in fee of a freehold messuage or tenement with the tan 
yard, vats, sheds buildings etc late in the occupation of Edward Valentine 
Clayson situate in West Street in the town of Waltham Abbey in the parish 
of Waltham Holy Cross in the county of Essex. Abutted north by the said 
street, south by the Old River Lea, east by a messuage and premises 
belonging to His Majesty lately purchased of John Jessop, and west by a 
copyhold messuage lately belonging to Newell Connop senior, and by him 
surrendered to or in trust for His Majesty. 
Newell Connop junior to His Majesty
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surrender of two 
cottages and premises at Waltham Abbey; William Clark to R.H. Crew in trust for 
his majesty’

Lease and release in fee of a newly erected messuage with the outhouses 
yards etc situate in West Street in the parish of Waltham Holy Cross in the 
county of Essex, formerly part of a messuage sometime since sold to His 
Majesty, part of which is now and was heretofore used as an office, and 
part was lately a cottage and occupied by John Davis, but which office 
and cottage have some time since been taken down by the said T.A. Jessop 
and the said newly erected messuage tenement and office built on the site 
thereof. Abutted south and west by a messuage belonging to His Majesty, 
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east by a messuage and garden of Mrs Dorothy Jessop widow and north 
by the said street. 
Thomas Augustus Jessop to His Majesty. Consideration £600

Lease and release in fee of a messuage within the stable yard and 
appurtenances situate in the town of Waltham Abbey in the parish of 
Waltham Holy Cross in the county of Essex, abutted north by the said 
street, south by the Old River Lea, east by a messuage belonging to His 
Majesty then in occupation of Henry Seymour Matthews, Ordnance 
Storekeeper at Waltham Abbey, west by a tan yard belonging to Newell 
Connop junior. 
John Jessop to His Majesty. Consideration £300
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  Surrender of two cottages and premises at Waltham Abbey. 
  William Clark to R.H. Crew in trust for His Majesty 

garden of Mrs Dorothy Jessop widow’.’
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1.1.1 Printable version

Project details
Project name Excavations at the Drill Hall Site, Waltham Abbey  

Short description 
of the project 

The site was first occupied in the medieval period, when it was little more than a marshy extension of the
pit-digging characterised the first anthropogenic activity in site during the medieval period. During the 14
industrial use of the site was established; a shelter for tanning, a working surface and a tanning pit indica
small cesspits. During the 16th century, the site was used for small industries; both tanning and leatherw
the Dissolution of Waltham Abbey after 1540, houses began to be constructed along the Highbridge Stre
the Abbey, with a metre of made ground raising the site above the water table. There appear to have bee
to the east and one to the west. The occupants of at least one of these houses appear to have been hor
work filling several pits. A range of new houses was built in the 1780s to provide accommodation for wor
largest being the Storekeeper s House that lay in the east of the site. These houses were demolished in
the Drill Hall and Government House, which was founded on immense concrete foundations.  

Project dates Start: 08-09-2003 End: 05-09-2005  

Previous/future 
work Yes / No

Any associated 
project reference 
codes

WA8 - Sitecode  

Type of project Recording project  

Site status None  

Current Land use Residential 1 - General Residential  

Monument type TANNING PIT Medieval  

Monument type HORN CORE PIT Post Medieval  

Monument type RUBBISH PIT Medieval  

Monument type RUBBISH PIT Post Medieval  

Monument type OFFICIAL HOUSE Post Medieval  

©AOC ARCHAEOLOGY SEPTEMBER 2005 



THE FORMER DRILL HALL SITE, HIGHBRIDGE STREET, WALTHAM ABBEY, ESSEX 
RESULTS OF AN ARCHAEOLOGICAL EXCAVATION: ARCHIVE REPORT 

Monument type WORKERS COTTAGE Post Medieval  

Significant Finds HORSESHOE Medieval  

Significant Finds HORSESHOE Post Medieval  

Significant Finds SADDLE Post Medieval  

Significant Finds BOWL Medieval  

Significant Finds JUG Medieval  

Significant Finds JAR Medieval  

Significant Finds DISH Medieval  

Significant Finds BOWL Post Medieval  

Significant Finds DISH Post Medieval  

Significant Finds BUCKLE Medieval  

Significant Finds STRAP END Medieval  

Significant Finds CLUMP SOLE Medieval  

Significant Finds CLAY PIPE Post Medieval  

Significant Finds AWL Medieval  

Significant Finds WHETSTONE Medieval  

Significant Finds SHOE Medieval  

Project location
Country England 

Site location ESSEX EPPING FOREST WALTHAM ABBEY The former Drill hall Site,  
Highbridge Street  

Postcode EN9  

Study area 4120.00 Square metres  

©AOC ARCHAEOLOGY SEPTEMBER 2005 



THE FORMER DRILL HALL SITE, HIGHBRIDGE STREET, WALTHAM ABBEY, ESSEX 
RESULTS OF AN ARCHAEOLOGICAL EXCAVATION: ARCHIVE REPORT 

National grid 
reference TL 3780 0051 Point

Height OD Min: 17.24m Max: 17.10m  

Project creators  
Name of 
Organisation AOC Archaeology  

Project brief 
originator Local Authority Archaeologist and/or Planning Authority/advisory body  

Project design 
originator AOC Archaeology  

Project
director/manager Ron Humphrey  

Project supervisor Les Capon  

Sponsor or 
funding body Developer

Project archives  
Physical Archive 
recipient Epping Museum  

Physical Archive 
ID WA8

Physical Contents 'Animal Bones','Ceramics','Environmental','Glass','Industrial','Leather','Metal','Wood' 
,'Worked bone','Worked stone/lithics'  

Physical Archive 
notes Kept at AOC until transfer  

Digital Archive 
recipient Epping Museum  

Digital Archive ID WA8  

Digital Contents 
'Animal
Bones','Ceramics','Environmental','Glass','Industrial','Leather','Metal','Stratigraphic', 
'Survey','Wood','Worked bone','Worked stone/lithics'  

Digital Media 'Database','Images raster','Images vector','Spreadsheets','Text'  

©AOC ARCHAEOLOGY SEPTEMBER 2005 



THE FORMER DRILL HALL SITE, HIGHBRIDGE STREET, WALTHAM ABBEY, ESSEX 
RESULTS OF AN ARCHAEOLOGICAL EXCAVATION: ARCHIVE REPORT 

©AOC ARCHAEOLOGY SEPTEMBER 2005 

available

Digital Archive 
notes Kept at AOC until transfer  

Paper Archive 
recipient Epping Museum  

Paper Archive ID WA8  

Paper Contents 'Animal Bones','Ceramics','Environmental','Glass','Industrial','Leather','Metal',' 
Stratigraphic','Survey','Textiles','Worked bone','Worked stone/lithics'  

Paper Media 
available

'Context sheet','Correspondence','Diary','Drawing','Manuscript','Map','Matrices',' 
Photograph','Plan','Report','Section','Survey ','Unpublished Text'  

Paper Archive 
notes Kept at AOC until transfer  

Project
bibliography 1 

Publication type Grey literature (unpublished document/manuscript) 

Title The former Drill hall Site, Waltham Abbey, Results of an Archaeological Excavation: 
 Archive Report  

Author(s)/Editor(s) Capon, L.  

Other
bibliographic
details

N/A

Date 2005  

Issuer or 
publisher AOC Archaeology  

Place of issue or 
publication AOC Archaeology  

Description A4, 164 pages, 35 illustrations  

Entered by Les Capon (lescapon@aocarchaeology.co.uk) 
Entered on 6 September 2005 


