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Great St. Mary’s Church, Sawbridgeworth, Hertfordshire 

HN1178 

Report No. 919 

Site name and address: Great St. Mary’s Church, Church Street, Sawbridgeworth, Hertfordshire  

County: Hertfordshire District: East Hertfordshire 

Village/town: Sawbridgeworth Parish: Sawbridgeworth 

Planning reference: N/A NGR: TL 48500 14822 

Client name and address: Great St. Mary’s  PCC, c/o Mr N. Bright, 4 Yewlands, Sawbridgeworth, 

CM21 9NP 

Nature of work: Repair works – nave 

floor 

Present land use: Church 

Site Status: Listed building  Reason for investigation: Diocesan Faculty 

Position in planning process: N/A Project brief originator: N/A 

Size of affected area: 16m2
Size of area investigated: 16m2

Site Code: HN1178 Other reference: n/a 

Organisation: Heritage Network Site Director: David Hillelson 

Project type, methods etc. Observation and 

Recording 

Archive Recipient: Bishops Stortford 

Museum 

Start of work 08/01/2015 Finish of work 05/02/2015 

Related HER Nos: HER 1104 Periods represented: Post-medieval, modern 

Oasis UID: heritage1-199716 Significant finds: Burial vault 

Monument types: Burial vault 

Physical archive: None 

Previous summaries/reports: n/a 

Narrative:  

As part of the faculty requirements for repair works to the floor of the nave, the Heritage Network was 

commissioned to undertake a programme of archaeological monitoring at Great St. Mary’s Church, 

Sawbridgeworth, Hertfordshire.   

The study area lies within the church building, centred at NGR TL 48500 14822 (Figure 1). 

The groundworks consisted of ground reduction, covering an area measuring 7.8m in length and 2m in width, 

in the centre of the nave (Figure 2). The ground was reduced by 0.40m across the whole area, removing the 

existing tiled surface. The stratigraphy exposed in the sections below the tiles comprised a layer of light grey 

silt, >0.40m in depth, interpreted as a make up or levelling layer. The natural substratum was not reached 

during the present works.   

Three brick structures were revealed in this area. Structure [101], was encountered in the southwest corner of 

the trench and was orientated east – west, along the nave. It was built of handmade red bricks, bonded with 

lime mortar and had a curving roof. Its exposed area measured 2.50m in length, 0.80 in width and 0.15m in 

depth (Figure 3, Plate1). The structure has been interpreted as a burial vault of mid 19th century or earlier date.   

Structure [102] was located on the northern side of the aisle, to the north of [101], and lay below ledger stone 

16 (Figure 3, Plate 2). It was also aligned east – west and constructed of red handmade bricks bonded with lime 

mortar. Its exposed area measured 2.5m in length, 0.40m in width and 0.20m in depth. No lettering was visible 

on the ledger stone. 

Structure [103] was located towards the eastern end of the aisle, to the east of [102] and was orientated north - 

south (Figure 3, Plate 3). Its exposed area measured 0.75m in length, 0.80m in width and 0.12m in depth. It 

was constructed of red machine manufactured bricks, which had been broken to fit. The bricks, which were laid 

at least two courses high and bonded with a dry lime mortar, may have been reused or reclaimed for this 

purpose. This structure was apparently of later date than the postulated burial vaults to the east, although it’s 

purpose is unknown. 

No other archaeological features or deposits were revealed during the works. 



Finds collected during the course of the present project comprised seventeen disarticulated human bone 

fragments and a sherd of slip-trailed pottery of probable 18th century date (Plate 4). With the agreement of the 

vicar, these were all reburied in the trench after the work was complete. 

Discussion: 

The Church of Great St. Mary (HER 1104) is a Grade I listed building (List Entry No. 160758), largely of late 

medieval date, which replaced an earlier structure. The earliest parts of the present building date to the 13th

century and comprise the chancel, nave and lower part of the west tower. The north and south aisles were 

added in the 14th century. A priest is recorded at Sawbridgeworth in 1086, and the 13th century building is 

unlikely to have been the first on the site, but no evidence for an earlier structure has been identified. 

The groundworks for the present project were located in the centre of the nave. This work exposed the roofs of 

two probable brick built burial vaults dating to the mid 19th century or  earlier, and a 20th century brick 

structure of unknown purpose. 

Illustrations: 

Figure 1              Site Location 

Figure 2              Site Layout  

Figure 3                Trench Layout 

Plate 1               Vaults [102] and [101] looking E. 

Plate 2               Vaults [101] and [102] looking W. 

Plate 3               Brick structure [103] looking N 

Plate 4               Disarticulated bone and pottery sherd . 

Greg Jones 

October 2015 
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Figure 1

Great St. Mary's Church, 
Sawbridgeworth, Herts.
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Plate 1: Vaults [102] and [101] looking east

Plate 2: Vaults [101] and [102] looking west

Great St. Mary's Church, 
Sawbridgeworth, Herts.
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Plate 3: Brick structure [103] looking north

Plate 4: Disarticulated bone and pottery sherd

Great St. Mary's Church, 
Sawbridgeworth, Herts. 






















