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Evaluation: Priory Hotel, Bury St Edmunds Report No. 98/58 

ARCHAEOLOGICAL EVALUATION REPORT 
BABWELL FRIARY (THE PRIORY HOTEL), BURY ST EDMUNDS 

Application No.E/98/1948/P, SMR No. BSE 014 

Summary 

An archaeological evaluation was carried out within the grounds of The Priory Hotel, 
Bury St Edmunds, in order to assess the depth, extent and nature of any arch�eological 
deposits that may survive within the area of a proposed extension. The Priory Hotel 
and a large proportion of its grounds are situated within a large part of the precinct of 
the Medieval Franciscan Friary at Babwell. The entire Friary precinct is classified as a 
Scheduled Ancient Monument (Suffolk 159) and is listed on the County 
SMR (BSE 014). 

For the evaluation a small test trench was hand excavated to the level of the 
undisturbed natural. Within this trench a large feature was discovered and excavated. 
This feature was aligned with an existing portion of the precinct wall, which is 
situated nearby, and possibly represented a trench for 'robbing' material from the 
foundations of a demolished stretch of the wall. A small diameter steel pipe was 
located within this trench suggesting that the removal of the wall and its foundation 
maybe associated with some alteration to the house and gardens, probably during the 
20th century. A moderate amount of Post Medieval pottery and tile was also 
recovered from the trench and this feature. These finds are probably associated with 
the post dissolution 'house' phase of the site and no other significant archaeological 
features or deposits were identified. 

1. Introduction

An archaeological evaluation was carried out at The Priory Hotel, Bury St Edmunds 
in response to an application (E/98/1948/P) to build an extension to form a breakfast 
room. The objective of the evaluation was to provide information regarding the depth, 
extent and nature of any buried archaeological deposits that survive within the area of 
the extension, in order to establish the full archaeological implications of the 
application prior to its determination. 

The Priory Hotel and a large proportion of its grounds are situated within part of the 
precinct of the Medieval Franciscan Friary at Babwell, located about one mile north of 
the town centre of Bury St Edmunds (see Figure 1). The Friary was founded in 1263 
and dissolved by the King in 1538. During the Late 16th and 17th century a large 

house was built in the southern comer of the precinct, it is probably from this time 

forward that any remaining Friary buildings would have been cleared and the area 
turned over to formal gardens. The house probably incorporates parts of the precinct 
wall, in both the southern and western faces. Some of the former Friary buildings may 
also have been included, as indicated by one room within the hotel that is traditionally 
known as the Friar's lodgings. The house, which has been remodelled and extended 

many times since the 17th century, now forms the main hotel building. 
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Other than the various lengths of the precinct wall there are no standing Medieval 
remains of the Friary visible today. Little is known about the layout of the Friary 
complex and it is only through documentary research and excavation that the locations 
of a few buildings, such as the Friary church, have been identified. The entire precinct 
of the Medieval Friary is classified as a Scheduled Ancient Monument (Suffolk 159) 
and is listed on the County Sites and Monuments Record (BSE 014). 

The proposed extension is a small, single storey building, measuring 5m x 8m and is 
to be connected to the main block of the hotel through a short passage, which, unlike 
the main block of the extension, will not effect any archaeological levels. The OS map 
reference for the approximate centre of the proposed extension is TL 8506 6599. The 
site is to the Northeast of the main block of the hotel in an area that has not been 
subjected to any previous archaeological surveys. The use ofthe Friary precinct in this 
area has not been established although the 'Friar's lodging' in the hotel suggests that 
there may have been claustra! buildings in the vicinity. There are also references to the 
finding of human remains in the garden area to the East, indicating that this area, 
which is south of the main church (an area favoured for burial), may have been the 
Friar's cemetery. 

A length of the precinct wall, forming part of the southern boundary of the Friary, 
survives in situ. Its alignment, and that of the southern face of the main hotel block, 
suggest that it would have originally extended close to the southern side of the 
proposed extension. It is possible that buildings may have backed onto this wall and 
that their remains could exist within the area of the proposed extension. 

The main hotel block is situated on the edge of what is probably a natural terrace 
marking the limit of the high ground before it descends into the flood plain of the 
nearby River lark. The lower terrace, which forms the hotel gardens, is relatively flat 
and level perhaps suggesting that it may have been previously landscaped. The actual 
area of the proposed extension is towards the top of the slope between these two 
terraces. 

The Field Projects Division of the Suffolk County Council Archaeological Service 
were commissioned by Brown and Scarlett, on behalf of their clients, to carry out the 
archaeological evaluation. The Brief and Specification for the evaluation as produced 
by the Conservation Division of the Suffolk County Council Archaeological Service 
are included in this report as Appendix 1. The evaluation archive is lodged with the 
Suffolk County Council Archaeological Service at Shire Hall, Bury St. Edmunds. 

2. Methodology 

For the evaluation, a trial box, 2m square, was excavated within the footprint of the 
proposed extension. Linked to this box was a trench, 1m wide and 3m in length, 
positioned to cross the supposed line of the precinct wall (see Figure 2). Prior to the 
evaluation the area of the test trench (which formed part of the lawn) had kindly been 
deturfed by the hotel gardener. The trench was hand dug using a garden fork, shovels 

2 
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and trowels with the resulting spoil being placed directly onto adjacent plastic 
sheeting. 

Upon removal of the topsoil a layer of pale· yellow sandy gravel mixed with light 
brown loam was revealed. The surface of this layer was cleaned and inspected for cut 
features, and then removed. This revealed the underlying natural subsoil which was 
also cleaned and inspected for cut features. Two features were located in the base of 
the trench and these were excavated. Both features were adjacent to the North-eastern 
edge of the trench and their cross section was preserved in the trench side. 

The cleaned surface of the natural was planned at a scale of 1:20 (see Figure 3) and 
the section formed by the North-eastern edge of the trench was drawn, also at a scale 
of 1:20 (see Figure 4). A series of colour slides and black and white photographs were 
taken of the test trench and these will be held with the evaluation archive. The test 
trench and the upcast spoil were systematically metal detected and all artefacts 
recovered during the evaluation were retained for further analysis. Once the trench 
had been fully recorded it was immediately backfilled. 

3. Results 

The total area of the test trench was 7m2
, of this, approximately 4.5m2 was within the 

footprint of the extension. This is equal to approximately 11% of the total area of the 
extension. 

' 
The topsoil was found to be 0.2m thick, and the pale yellow sandy gravel mixed with 
light brown loam layer was 0.15m thick. The undisturbed natural, which was 
encountered at a depth of 0.35m, consisted of a yellow sandy gravel containing 
smooth pebbles from 1 Omm up to 50mm in diameter. The colouring of the natural 
varied in patches from very pale yellow/white to a dark yellow/ orange. A moderate 
amount of Post Medieval pottery and tile, and a small amount of late Medieval 
pottery, were recovered from the trench. 

Context numbers were allocated starting at 0150 (unstratified finds) to avoid the 
repetition of numbers previously issued used during excavations carried out within the 
precinct, during 1990. Only three possible features were identified within the test 
trench, a large, probably linear, feature, numbered 0151, a smaller oval pit, numbered 
0152 and a small area of mortar patches, numbered 0153. 

Feature 0151 - After the removal of the topsoil an area of dark loam could be seen in 
the South-eastern end of the trench. This was excavated and quickly identified as a 
feature. This was interpreted as a linear feature as only the North-western edge was 
seen. The edge was aligned with the inside edge of the in situ precinct wall, which is 
situated approximately 7.5m Northeast of the test trench. The feature was 0.8m in 
depth and had a sloping side. The fill consisted of layers of brown loam. A small 
diameter, steel pipe was located at a depth of 0.6m beneath the surface of the topsoil. 
The purpose and date of this pipe were unknown, no separate cut could be seen, and it 

3 
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appeared to be part of the original backfill. A small amount of Post Medieval tile and 
pottery was recovered from this feature. 

Feature 0152 - After cleaning the natural subsoil a small ovoid patch of slightly 
darker orange gravel was excavated as a feature. The feature was approximately 
0.25m deep and had a fill of clean orange gravel. No artefacts were recovered from 
this feature. 

Feature 0153- To the Northwest of feature 0151 a narrow strip of orange natural with 
what appeared to thin patches of mortar adhering to the surface. Investigated with a 
trowel and found to have no measurable depth. 

4. Discussion 

The main feature identified (0 151 ), is clearly on the same alignment as the in situ 
section of precinct wall and probably represents a robber trench, excavated for the 
removal of the wall's foundation. There is a steel pipe within this feature and as no 
separate cut could be seen one must assume that it is part of the feature's original 
backfilling. It seems unlikely that this trench was dug solely for the purpose of laying 
the pipe as it much larger than required, also the pipe is laid some 0.2m from the base 
of the trench. The date of the pipe is unknown, but as it appeared to be of steel, it is 
unlikely to be earlier than the turn of the century. If the pipe had been installed 
recently then one would expect a narrow, machine dug trench but the sloping side of 
the trench indicates that it was probably hand dug. The most likely explanation is that 
the wall foundation was removed, possibly some time during the 20th century as part 
of a remodelling , of the house and garden, and that the resultC!llt trench · was 
Goincidentally used for the pipe. 

The area of patchy mortar (0153) could be the resulrof excess mortar being carelessly 
spread around during construction of the wall. It is likely that the surface of the 
natural would be exposed during wall construction and that the mortar, located at this 
level, can be seen as an indication that there has been no truncation of the subsoil in 
this area. 

No evidence for any buildings was located within the test trench and this could 
indicate that the Friar's cemetery extended right up to the precinct wall, although no 
evidence of burials was recovered either. It was thought that feature 0152 might 
possibly be a grave as it appeared to be aligned east-west (normal Christian alignment 
for burials), although it soon became clear that this was not the case. The absence of 
finds and the uniformity of fill suggest that this feature is probably natural in origin. 

The evaluation, being such a lelatively high percentage of the total development area 
(11 %), gives a fair representation of the nature of archaeology under threat from this 
development. There was no evidence that the surface of the natural had been 
truncated, indicating that within the immediate vicinity of the .test trench, on the slope 
between the terraces, the garden had not been subjected to any landscaping and that 
there has been no significant loss of archaeology. 

4 
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5. Recommendations for Further Work 

Based on the evaluation results no further archaeological work, prior to development, 
is thought necessary within the area of the proposed extension. However, as there 
remains some potential for burials and archaeological features to be located 
immediately outside the area evaluated, the Field Projects Division of the County 
Council Archaeological Service would advise that an archaeological monitoring of the 
topsoil stripping and the foundation and service trenches is adequate to ensure 
accurate archaeological excavation and recording of any features that may be 
discovered. 

M. Sommers 17th July 1998 

• 

I 

Any opinions expressed in this report about the need for further archaeological work 
are those of the Field Projects Division alone. The need for further work will be 
determined by the Local Planning Authority and its archaeological advisors. Suffolk 
County Council's archaeological contracting service cannot accept responsibility for 
inconvenience caused to clients should the Planning Authority take a different view to 
that expressed in the report. 

5 
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APPENDIX 1 

SUFFOLK COL1'TY COUNCIL 

ARCHAEOLOGICAL SERVICE- CONSERVATIOS TEA~I 

Brief and Specification for an Archaeological Evaluation 

BAB\\'ELL FRIARY (THE PRIORY HOTEL), BURY ST EDMUNDS 

1 . Background 

1.1 An application (E/98/ 1948/P) has been made to build an extension to fonn a breakfast 
room. 

1.2 In order to establish the full archaeological implications of this application the 
planning authority has been advised that an· archaeological evaluation of the 
application area should be required of the applicant before detennination. 

1.3 The proposed development is a single room c.5m x 8m (Figure 3) and lies within the 
precinct of the Medieval Franciscan Friary at Babwell; it is also within the area of the 
Scheduled Ancient Monument (Suffolk 159)(see Figure 1). Investigation in the area 
of earlier extensions on the north of the property have identified the remains of the 
Friary Church. A considerable length of the Medieval precinct wall which fonned 
the southern boundary of the site (facing onto the Fornham Road) survives in situ, its 
alignment suggests strongly that it originally extended along or very close to the 
southern side of the proposed extension (Figure 2). The use of the Friary precinct in 
this area has not been established; the presence of a room referred to as the Friar's 
lodging within the hotel suggests that there may have been claustral buildings on this 
side of the site. equally there are references to the finding of human remains in the 
garden area to the east. which raise the possibility that this area was the Friars' 
cemetery. The geophysical survey that preceded earlier building work did not extend 
to this area. The general results of geophysical work on the site were unsatisfactory 
in relation to the actual archaeological deposit exposed, I would not recommend 
further use l)f this te,chnique on this site. 

1.4 All arrangements for the field evaluation of the site, the timing of the work. and 
access to the site. are to be negotiated with the commissioning body. 

2. Brief for the Archaeological Evaluation. 

The object of the evaluation is to: 

2.1 Establish whether any archaeological sites exist in the area, with particular regard to 
any which are of sufficient importance to require preservation in situ. 

2.2 Identify the date. approximate forn1 and purpose of any archaeological sites within the 
area of the proposed extension. 

2.3 Evaluate the likely impact of past land uses. particularly with regard to disturbance 
caused by gardening and the fonnation of the terrace to the west. 

2.4 Particular attention should be paid to locating the line of the precinct wall. It is likely 
to be a minimum requirement that this wall is avoided if consent to develop is given. 

2.5 The potential for human burials should be borne in mind. 
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2.6 Provide sufficient information to construct an archaeological conservation strategy, 
dealing with preservation. the recording of archaeological deposits, working practices, 
timetahles and orders of cost. 

3. Specification: Field E,·aJuation 

3.1 A single trial box at least 2m square within the footprint of the proposed building and 
linked to a linear trench to the south to cross the supposed line of the precinct wall is 
thought to be the appropriate sampling method. A draft design is shown at Figure 4. 
The actual trench design should be approved by the Archaeological Service 
Cnnsc:r\'atinn Team heforc field work begins. 

3.2 The topsoil may he mechanically n:moved using an appropriate machine (fitted with a 
toothless bucket) and other equipment. All machine excavation is to be under the 
direct control and supervision of an archaeologist. The topsoil should be examined for 
archaeological material. 

3. 3 The top of the first archaeological deposit may be cleared by machine. but must then 
be cleaned off by hand. The decision as to the proper method of further excavation 
will be made by the senior project archaeologist with regard to the nature of the 
deposit: there is a presumption that excavation of archaeological deposits will be done 
by hand unless it can he shown that there will not be a loss of evidence by using a 
machine. 

3.4 In all evaluation excavation there is a presumption of the need to cause the minimum 
disturbance to the site consistent with adequate evaluation; that significant 
archaeological features e.g. solid or bonded structural remains. building slots or post
holes. "hnuld he pn:served intact even if fills are sampled. 

3.5 There must he sufficient excavation to give clear evidence for the period. depth and 
nature of an archaeological deposit. The depth and nature of colluvial or other 
masking deposits must be established across the site. 

3.6 Any natural suhsnil surface revealed should be hand cleaned and examined for 
archaeological deposits and artefacts. Sample excavation of any archaeological 
features revealed may he necessary in order to gauge their date and character. 

3. 7 All finds will he collected and processed (unless variations in this principle are agreed 
with the: Cl,nsen·ation Team of SCC Archaeological Service during the course of the 
e\aluatil'n' · 

3.8 Human remains should be left in siru. The excavator should be aware of. and comply 
with. the provisions of Section 25 of the Burial Act 1857. 

3.9 Plans .,,f the archac:ological features on the site should be drawn at 1:20 or 1:50. 
depenJing ,,n the cnmplexity of the data to be recorded. Sections ~hould & drawn at 
I: 10 ,,r I 20 again depending on the complexity to he recorded. Any \'ariations from 
this will need to be agreed with the Conservation Team. 

3.10 A photographic record of the work is to be made, consisting of both monochrome 
photographs and colour transparencies. 

3.11 Topsoil. subsoil and archaeological deposit to be kept separate during excavation to 
allow sequential hackfilling of excavations. 
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-'· Gener<tl 'lanagement 

-'. 1 A timctahk for all stages of the project must be agreed before the first stage of work 
commences. including monitoring by the Conservation Team of Suffolk County 
Council Archaeological Service. 

4.2 The composition of the project staff must be detailed and agreed (this is to include any 
sub-contractors). 

4.3 A general Health and Safety Policy must be provided, with detaikd risk assessment 
and management strategy for this particular site. 

4.4 No initial survey to detect public utility or other services has taken place. The 
responsibility for this rests with the archaeological contractor. 

4.5 The Institute of Field Archaeologists' Standard and Guidance for Archaeological 
Desk-based Assessmenrs and for Field Evaluations should be used for additional 
guidance in the execution of the project and in drawing up the report. 

5. Report requirements 

5.1 An archive of all records and finds must be prepared consistent with the principle of 
Management of Archaeological Projects, English Heritage 1991 (particularly 
Appendix 3.1 and Appendix 4.1). 

5.2 The. data recording methods and conventions used must be consistent with. and 
approved by. the County Sites and Monuments Record. 

5. 3 The objective account of the archaeological evidence must be clearly distinguished 
from its archaeological interpretation. The conclusion should include a statement of 
the archaeological potential of the site. 

5.4 An opinion as to the necessity for further evaluation and its scope should be given. A 
second phase will not be embarked upon until the primary fieldwork results are 
assessed and the need for further work is established. A second-phase cannot be 
developed in detail at this stage. 

5. 5 Finds shnuld he appropriately conserved and stored in accordance \.\ ith UK Institute of 
Consenarurs Guidelines. The finds. as an indissoluble part of the site archive. should 
he deposited with the County SMR if the landowner can be persuaded to agree to this. 
If this is lll't possible for all or any pan of the finds archive, then provision must be 
made for additional recording (e.g." photography, illustration. analysis) as appropriate. 

5.6 The site archi\·e is to be deposited with the County Sites and Monuments Record 
within thn:e months of the completion of work. It will then become publicly 
accessible. 

5. 7 Where P\'~iti\·e conclusions are drawn from a project (whether it be evaluation or 
e.xc;l\atit'll' a summary report. in the established format. suitable for inclusion in the 
annual · :\r-:haeology in Suffolk· section of the Proceedings of rhe Suffolk Institute for 
Arclweo!t''<-'. should he prepared and included in the project report t)r submitted to the 
Consen at it'll T cam by the end of calendar year in which the; evaluation work takes 
place. \\ hi(hever is the sooner. 
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5. 8 County Sites and Monuments Record sheets should be completed. as per lhe county 
SMR manual. for all sites where archaeological finds and/or features are located. 

Specification by: R Carr 

Suffolk Countv Council 
Archaeological Service Conservation Team 
Environment and Transport Department 
Shire Hall 
Bury St Edmunds 
Suffolk IP33 2AR 

Date: 24 June 1998 

Tel: 01284 352441 

Reference: /priory06 

This brief and specification remains valid for 12 months from the ~hove date. If 
work is not carried out in full within that time this document will lapse; the 
authority should be notified and a revised brief and specification may be issued. 

The results of this evaluation, if they are to be used as part of a planning 
application, will need to be considered by the Conservation Team of the Archaeology 
Service of Suffolk County Council, who have the responsibility for advising the 
appropriate Planning Authority. 
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