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Summary 
 
Monitoring of footing trenches for extensions to Parsonage Farm, Long Melford revealed three 
undated pits and a burnt layer sealed by a thick deposit of clay which ran under the present 
house.   
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1. Introduction 
An archaeological monitoring was carried out during the excavation of footing trenches for one 
of two proposed extensions to Parsonage Farm, Long Melford.  The new buildings fall within the 
area of a medieval moated enclosure recorded on the County Sites and Monument Record under 
the code LMD 007.  The site lies alongside the River Glem, at approximately 37mOD, on the 
western edge of Long Melford at grid reference TL 8476 4728. 
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Figure 1 Site location plan 
 
2. Historical Background 
The site was originally that of the medieval Manor of Melford Rectory.  The existing building is 
timber framed, double gabled with a rendered exterior and façade, but no date for its construction 
has been ascertained, however a chimney apparently dating from an earlier building survives on 
the west wall.  A map of the Manor of Melford of 1578 has a tiny sketch of a building with cross 
wings in the same location as the present house , which does not look like the present structure 
(although this drawing may not be accurate).  In c.1750 the Rectory was relocated to a site nearer 
the town (Parker 1873) and a description of the use of the old rectory as two cottages sounds like 
the present building, implying that the medieval rectory building was replaced or remodelled at 
some time prior to 1750.   
 
The site is low lying next to the River Glem and part of the moat has been infilled.  The site of 
the rectory is recorded as being ‘surrounded by water and swamp’ and an ‘unhealthy place’ 
(Parker 1873).  In 1604 the Rector, William Gilbert, lost four of his children to the plague and he 
subsequently let the rectory to a John Carver.  Two further tenancies are recorded in the 17th 
century which may suggest that although a new Rectory was not yet created the Rectors were 
living elsewhere after c.1610.   
 
The current owner Mrs Skrine has suggested that the early house had at least partially burnt 
down as burnt timbers can be seen within the present building.  The chimney is clearly from an 
earlier structure as it is of quite different style and material, being built of limestone blocks, tiles 
and masonry and it may be that the present building actually incorporates the remains of the 
earlier one.  (However no internal inspection was made and no documentary evidence has been 
uncovered to shed light on this).  The limestone blocks in the chimney are probably re-used 
Abbey Stone, salvaged after the dissolution of the monasteries, therefore suggesting a mid 16th 
century date, at the earliest, for its construction. 
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Figure 2  Site  plan 
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3. Methodology 
Three visits have been made to see the footing for the first extension.  These were: a brief visit on 7th February; a 
continuous monitoring of the excavation of the footings for the eastern extension on 10th February; and a final visit 
to examine the drainage trenches on 12th February.  The upcast spoil was examined for finds and all pottery, animal 
bone and oyster shell retrieved, but only a sample of the brick and tile.  Sections of the trenches were hand cleaned 
and drawn at 1:20 and plans at 1:50.  The footing trenches were approximately 1.1m deep and 0.6m wide and the 
drainage trenches 0.8m deep and 0.6m wide.  Context numbers were issued from 0001 to 0018 using the existing 
site code LMD007.  Subsoil was predominantly an orange silty clay containing frequent large flints, but a chalkier 
subsoil could be seen underlying this in the southern footing trench.   
 

4. Results 
4.1. Footing trenches 
Excavation of the footing trenches revealed several features and soil layers.  Topsoil up to 25cm 
thick covered most of the area.  In the eastern and southern footing trenches and the western end 
of the drainage trenches, a layer, up to 40cm thick in places, of unfired chalky clay (0003) was 
present.  This was not present in the northern footing trench but unfortunately a later pit (0015) 
cut the north-eastern corner of the footing obscuring any edge to the layer.  In the eastern side of 
the footings the layer became slightly less dense and therefore less distinctive, this continued in 
the drainage trenches, again making it very difficult to establish an exact edge for it, although it 
was possible to identify that it had stopped.  Underlying 0003 was a layer of burnt sand, silt and 
clay with charcoal within it.  This was given two context numbers because although certainly the 
same deposit it was made up of burnt sand and purple-black charcoal at the west end (0005) 
whereas it consisted more of fired clay and chalk in the eastern area (0004).  0004 was up to 
12cm thick in places but generally (both 0004 and 0005) it was c. 5cm thick.  It was only present 
under 0003, but did not extend eastwards as far as 0003, fading out c. 2m before the edge of the 
building footprint.  Both 0003 and 0004/5 could be seen to run under the shallow footing of the 
existing building.  Late Medieval  roof tile was recovered from the top of 0003.   
 
A small flint and mortar wall (0008) was seen in the southern footing trench and porch footings.  
This was made up of large roughly coursed flints and abraded, 15th-16th century brick fragments 
bonded with a creamy mortar, 50cm deep.  The whole structure was very loose and it collapsed 
easily. It was noticeable that the wall was nearly double the width (1.1m) in the northern face of 
the footing trench compared with the southern face (0.6m) suggesting the presence of a corner or 
other structural feature.  The wall reflected the line of an existing path alongside the side of the 
building but was not visible on the surface.  No relationship was discernible with layer 0003, 
which may either have been cut by the wall or butted up against either side of it, however the 
absence of an obvious trench cut may make the latter more likely.  The top of 0003 was at the 
same level as the top of the wall.  Immediately north of the wall edge at its widest point was a 
small cut (0012) which was only visible in the north face, and which is therefore likely to be a 
posthole.  This cut 0003 and lay at the edge of wall 0008 and may therefore be associated with 
0008. 
 
Under all the layers and the wall was an homogeneous layer of brown loam, 0006, with large 
flints.  This was between 25cm and 40cm deep, and no finds were collected from it.  
 
On the northern side of the building footprint were two large pits.  Both had flinty clay fills and 
one 0017 was not bottomed.  0015 cut layer 0003.  Unstratified finds (0002), including tile of 
Late Medieval date were recovered from the spoilheap during the excavation of 0017 and may be 
from this.  A third pit, 0011, lay in the southern footing trench under layer 0006.  This was filled 
with a clean orange-brown silty clay with large flints and no finds were collected. 
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4.2. Drainage trenches 
Beyond (east of) 0003 in the drainage trenches was a mixed layer of yellow clay and loam.  This 
continued up to the footing of a Victorian red brick north-south wall (0018) beyond which was a 
dense layer of dark brown loam with a high density of rubble, including bonded flint and mortar 
fragments and bricks.  No subsoil was visible in the trench east of brick wall (0018), instead the 
rubble layer came onto dark grey silt deposits.  The drainage trench continued to the moat edge, 
where the rubble layer had probably been replaced with good topsoil during recent garden 
improvements. 
 
5. Finds and environmental evidence 
Sue Anderson 
 
5.1. Introduction 
Finds were collected from four contexts, as shown in the table below. 
 

OP Pottery CBM Bone Shell Spotdate 
 No. Wt/g No. Wt/g No. Wt/g No. Wt/g  
0002 1 9 3 111 1 8 1 17 LMed+ 
0003   11 845     LMed+ 
0008   2 180     LMed? 
0018   1 3290     19th c. 
Total 1 9 17 4426 1 8 1 17  

 
5.2. Pottery 
One unabraded sherd of coarse sandy greyware of 12th-13th century date was found (0002). 
 
5.3. Ceramic building material (CBM) 
The majority of CBM consisted of fragments of peg tile in medium to coarse sandy red fabrics, 
some with reduced cores (0002, 0003).  These are probably of late medieval or later date. 
 
Two small fragments of medium sandy red bricks with occasional ferrous fragments and 
common small voids were found in 0008.  One piece measured 45mm thick and is likely to be of 
15th-16th century date (or possibly Roman). 
 
A complete brick was collected from 0018.  This measured 9¼ x 4½ x 2½” and was machine-
made with a small rectangular frog (U-shaped section, 90 x 20mm).  It is probably of 19th 
century date. 
 
5.4. Animal bone and shell 
A small fragment of large mammal rib and an oyster shell were collected from 0002. 
 
5.5. Discussion of the artefactual evidence 
The single sherd of pottery may indicate medieval activity in the vicinity, but no other finds 
could be dated this early with any certainty.  The coarser peg tiles could possibly be medieval, 
but as a group the CBM seems to be largely of late medieval date, with the exception of the 
machine-pressed brick. 
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6. Discussion 
The most significant discovery during this monitoring was that of the burnt layer 0004/5 sealed 
by clay layer 0003.  Both of these ran under the existing building and must therefore relate to an 
earlier structure.  The possibility that there was a fire at the earlier house is raised by the 
presence of apparently scorched timbers within the present building, and that it was not 
completely destroyed is evidenced by the survival and incorporation of an earlier chimney into 
the present house.  A brief visual examination of the present house suggests that it is possible 
that more of the early building, in addition to the chimney, survived destruction and was 
incorporated.  The front face is a rendered façade in front of a double gable – perhaps the 
western of these contains remains from the first building (the 1578 sketch map showed a 
building with two cross wings).  Possibly the burnt layer found relates to some not completely 
catastrophic fire, after which the damaged part of the building was demolished, and the ground 
sealed with a clean clay pad prior to rebuilding on the same site – the moat platform is quite 
small so there would be no option but to build on the same spot.  However if the clay 0003 is a 
sealing layer then there would be a difference in levels amounting to c.40cm between the ground 
level of the new build and the original, which would cause some constructional problems. 
 
Alternatively the clay, 0003, could be a floor surface from the former, slightly larger, building 
and the burning relating to an even earlier event.  The top of layer 0003 was level and may be 
truncated by modern landscaping which would have destroyed any evidence of wear and 
uneveness on the surface to support its interpretation as a floor.  The standing chimney appears 
to date from the middle of the 16th century, but as the Manor would have been established much 
earlier, possibly as early as the 11th century, it is certain that there would have been a medieval 
building.  This may suggest that there have been at least three buildings: a medieval one, now 
completely disappeared, but to which the burning layers 0004/0005 relate;  a replacement built in 
the mid 16th century, to which clay floor 0003 relates and which was partially demolished and  
replaced with the current building.  The exact date for the construction of the present building is 
not known but the tiles in the top of layer 0003 date from the early post-medieval period, i.e. 
16th-17th century, and may well be debris from the reconstruction. 
 
The relationship of the wall 0008 with 0003 was unclear but 0003 did not seal it and as there was 
no cut for a trench around the wall it appears that 0003 may have butted up against it suggesting 
that it was extant when the late medieval building was destroyed.  A structural feature is implied 
by the differing width of the wall across the footing trench.  This may be a corner but the wall 
does not continue under the present building.  Posthole 0012 was located at this possible corner 
and it may be that these features are contemporary, possibly forming an entrance or doorway.  
There was no sign of burning in the wall fabric and 15th-16th century bricks were reused in its 
construction indicating that it might be a part of the 16th century building, and that it was 
demolished to the level of the top of the clay layer at the time of latest reconstruction (although 
this level is also the base level of the existing path around the building). However the west edge 
of this wall aligns with the edge of the path around the building which might mean that the wall 
represents a now disused but later garden wall.   
 
No other possibly medieval or early post-medieval walls (or evidence of walls having been 
removed) were seen in the monitored trenches, which suggests that the walls for the earlier 
building, if it did cover a greater area than the present building, have not survived.  This is 
probably because it was a timber-framed structure sitting on ground level sill beams or possibly a 
very light dwarf wall the evidence for which has been destroyed during subsequent rebuilding 
and landscaping works.  As the present building is not central to the moat platform, it is quite 
likely that any earlier buildings were larger than the standing house.  From the 17th century the 
Rectory was being leased out and from the mid-18th  century it was resited nearer to the town 
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which would reduce the need for a substantial, prestige property here, hence its rebuilding as two 
joined cottages. 
 
One sherd of medieval pottery was recovered.  This was picked up whilst examining the spoil 
that had been recently dumped during the excavation of the northern footing trench in the area of 
pit 0017.  Pit 0011 contained no finds but lay under the buried soil 0006 which in turn underlay  
0003 and 0004.  This stratigraphy suggests that this is also medieval or earlier.   
 
Brick wall 0018 has been dated as probably 19th century and moat deposits appeared to be 
contained on the east (moat) side of it.  This wall may mark an earlier edge to the moat which 
has since silted up, suggesting, as appears obvious on site, that the moat was originally much 
larger than it is now.  However the drains trench which provided the evidence on which these 
conclusions are based was quite shallow, and although it should have reached subsoil, it was not 
sufficiently deep to exclude the possibility that the feature east of wall 0018 was merely a 
shallow cut on the edge of the moat.  
 
7.     Conclusion 
The evidence uncovered during this monitoring has been tantalising, providing a glimpse into the 
previous history of the site without there being quite enough to allow any positive answers.  The 
quality of this evidence surviving below ground makes it all the more important to examine the 
proposed further works.  A summary of the evidence so far is outlined below: 
 
• The earliest features on the site seem to be some of the pits and a buried soil layer, which are 

probably medieval and contemporary with the medieval use of the moated site and the Manor 
of Melford.  

• A burnt layer lying on the buried topsoil may be the result of a fire leading to the partial 
demolition of the medieval house with the chimney, and possibly more of the west wall or 
wing, surviving built into a replacement structure (the extent of this rebuilding is unclear). 

• The site was cleared and the burnt ground levels sealed by a thick deposit of clay at the time 
of the rebuilding.  Tiles found in the top of this layer probably come from the reconstruction 
and date this to the late medieval/early post-medieval period (16th century?), which would be 
soon after the drawing on the map of 1578. 

• Wall 0008 contained some probably re-used, abraded and fragmentary late Medieval brick in 
its make-up which suggests that it dates to no earlier than the rebuilding and may be later. 

• A wall built in the 19th century seems to separate moat deposits from garden soils, but the 
small size of the trenches makes this a tentative conclusion. 

• It will be very valuable to examine the footings for the second extension on the west side of 
the house to see if further evidence to support or disprove these ideas can be identified. 
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