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Summary 
Leiston, Leiston Abbey Barn (TM  4444 6427; LCS 131)  The footprint for a proposed extension to 
‘The Barn’ at Leiston Abbey was stripped of it’s overburden with a view to revealing any 
archaeological deposits that may require preservation and/or recording prior to the construction project.  
While the earlier digging out for an access route had disrupted the natural subsoil surface and structural 
archaeological deposits associated with the medieval building, enough had survived to deduce that the 
original northern end was located adjacent to and partially underlying the existing end wall.  It appears 
that the original medieval wall and gable end had been dismantled, possibly due to structural failure.   
 (Stuart Boulter for Suffolk County Council & Pro Corda) 
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1. Introduction 
1.1 Planning, Archaeological & Historical Background 
A planning application (C/02/1754) had been made for a small extension to the 
northern end of a Grade II listed building that formed part of the Premonstratensian 
Leiston Abbey (SAM 21405).  Known as ‘the barn’, the building was used as such 
during the post-medieval period, but this may not have been its original function as 
part of the medieval abbey complex. 
 
As a condition of the Planning Consent the applicant (Pro Corda) were required to 
provide for a programme of archaeological works covered by a Brief and 
Specification document (Appendix I) written by Suffolk County Council’s 
Archaeological Service Conservation Team in their roll as archaeological advisor’s to 
the local planning authority. 
  
In the first instance the specified archaeological works were to involve an evaluation 
to ascertain the character of any archaeological deposits that may be present within 
the proposed building footprint and to establish whether preservation in situ would be 
required. 
 
Suffolk County Council’s Archaeological Service Field Projects Team were 
commissioned by the applicant to undertake the archaeological works, the evaluation 
phase of which was carried out on Friday 14th February 2003.  
 
1.2 Topographical Setting & Drift Geology 
The site lies at approximately 20 metres above Ordnance Datum on the edge of a 
plateau area overlooking a shallow tributary valley to the south and falling away to 
the coastal marshes to the east. 
 
The underlying drift geology comprises glaciogenic boulder clays of the Lowestoft 
Till Formation. 
  
2. Methodology 
2.1 Fieldwork 
The footprint of the proposed building was stripped using a JCB-type excavator 
equipped with a toothless ditching bucket, for a good clean cut, after first disrupting 
the concrete slab with a mechanical breaker.  No excavation was carried out below the 
projected formation level of the proposed building (c.0.3 metres below the existing 
floor level in the barn).  The underlying subsoil and archaeological features were 
cleaned manually and recorded as a 1:50 scale plan (Fig. 2). 
  
All features and their associated stratigraphic elements were allocated ‘Observed 
Phenomena’ (OP) numbers within a ‘unique continuous numbering system’ under the 
SMR (Sites & Monuments Record) code LCS 131 (Table 1.). 
 
Levels of archaeological features were recorded relative to the existing ground surface 
using a Dumpy Level. 
 
A full photographic record was made (colour slide, monochrome print & digital) 
which will be added to the Suffolk County Council’s Archaeological Service 
Photographic Archive at Shire Hall, Bury St. Edmunds.  
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2.2 Post-Excavation 
The original site plan was inked to archive standard (Fig 2).  Contextural information 
was input onto Microsoft Access97 database (Table 1.). 
 
An Archive Report (this document) was prepared in line with the requirements of the 
Brief and Specification (Appendix I). 
 
3. Results 
The context numbers allocated during the evaluation are listed below in Table 1. 
 
OP/Context Description 

0001 Unstratified finds, none retained 
0002 Overall number allocated to disturbance caused by insertion of access route/hard 

standing, includes concrete slab and underlying sand and aggregate 
0003 Modern concrete base for recently removed brick gatepost 
0004 Surviving flint and lime mortar courses of original medieval ‘barn’ wall 
0005 Irregular feature, cuts 0004, fill of clay, red brick, flints & lime mortar.  Unexcavated 
0006 Square cut, could be a setting for an external quoin for original medieval ‘barn’ wall 
0007 Cobbled surface, external to original medieval building. 
0008 West wall of standing building, includes original medieval fabric 
0009 East wall of standing building, includes original medieval fabric 
0010 Red brick buttress, later addition to East wall  
0011 Present North wall of  ‘barn’.  Overlays 0005.  Post-medieval insertion 

 
Table 1. Context List & Descriptions 

 
Removal of the existing slab revealed the underlying fill comprising loose sand and 
stone aggregate (together comprising 0002).  It became clear that the original 
excavation undertaken during the construction of the access route and hard standing 
had reached a depth of c.0.45 metres below the present ground level, truncating both 
the naturally occurring clay subsoil surface, by approximately 0.15 metres, and the 
external face of a flint and lime mortar wall thought to represent the original north 
wall of the medieval building.  Test-holes excavated on the lines of the standing east 
and west walls of the ‘barn’, both in the area of the access route (T1) and in the 
grassed area beyond (T2), failed to identify any archaeology (Fig. 2). 
 
However, archaeology had survived in the narrow strip between the north wall of the 
building and the edge of the access way/hard standing (Fig. 2).  Here, the naturally 
occurring clay subsoil was encountered at approximately 0.3 metres below the present 
floor level of the ‘barn’, about 0.2 metres below the existing external ground level. 
 
Bonded flint and lime mortar masonry was recorded at both the eastern and western 
ends of the narrow strip (Plate 1 & Fig. 2), with that at the eastern end clearly 
continuous with the stub of the original east wall of the ‘barn’ (0009) while 
underlying the rebuilt north wall (0011).  With the exception of a small squared cut 
(0006), possibly a setting for an external quoin of the original wall, at the eastern end 
(Plate 2.), the bonded flint and mortar had been built directly off the surface of the 
naturally occurring clay subsoil.  
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One other feature (0005) was identified within the narrow strip adjacent to the 
standing wall, clearly cutting the bonded flint and lime mortar, but underlying the 
present north wall.  The feature lined up roughly with an infilled doorway that at one 
time would have facilitated access to the ‘barn’ from an earlier building or directly 
from the outside.  The fill of 0005 comprised grey clay with common inclusions of 
red brick rubble, flints, mortar flecks and charcoal.  
 
An intermittent layer of flint cobbles (0007) was recorded both east of and north of 
the lines of the medieval walls (Fig. 2).  
 
4. Archaeological Interpretation 
While the excavation of access route/hard standing had truncated the levels at which 
features associated with the barn would have survived, it was clear that the external 
face of the original medieval building ended only c.1 metre beyond the line of the 
present, inserted, north wall.  Evidence for the position of the internal face of the 
original wall was provided by a number of roughly squared septaria and sandstone 
blocks, within the surviving wall stub, which were thought to represent internal 
quoins.  Measurements then suggest that the original north wall would have had a 
similar c.1 metre thickness to that of the surviving east and west walls.   
 
There is then, no evidence that would indicate that the ‘barn’ or the original north 
range ever continued towards the north and east, respectively, to form one 
uninterrupted structure. 
 
The building depicted on early drawings as a timber lean-to equates with the 
somewhat eccentrically shaped structure shown on the 1st Edition OS map (Fig. 3), 
almost certainly representing a post-medieval extension. 
 
5. Conclusions 
The evaluation has shown that while limited, there is still some evidence surviving for 
the northern end of the medieval range of buildings now known as ‘the barn’.  During 
a monitoring visit made while the evaluation was in progress, Robert Carr 
(archaeological advisor to the Local Planning Authority & English Heritage) was able 
to agree with the builder a methodology that allowed for the surviving bonded flint 
and lime mortar of the building’s original north wall to remain intact under the new 
floor.  His written comments have been included as Appendix II of this report.       
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
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 when a planning application is registered.  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 
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Plate 1. Surviving wall base from the west 
 
 

 
 

Plate 2. Surviving wall base, detail of eastern end 
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Appendix I 

1. 

1.1 

1.2 

1.3 

1.4 

SUFFOLK COUNTY COUNCIL 
ARCHAEOLOGICAL SERVICE· CONSERVATION TEAM 

Brief and Specification for an Archaeological Evaluation 

LEISTON ABBEY FARM 

Background 

An application ( C/02/1754) has been made to add an 8.5m x 4m extension to a medieval 
building, now called the barn, within the Leiston Abbey complex. 

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. 

The proposed development lies within the area of the Premonstratensian Leiston Abbey, a 
Scheduled Ancient Monument (SAM 21405). Specifically the location is described as 
within the remains of an outer court to the north west of the main claustra! complex, this is 
surrounded on three sides by a ditch and includes two stone buildings which are partly of 
monastic d~te. One of the buildings, the subject of the application, is Listed Grade II "and 
was used as a barn in the post medieval period, it is on the east side of the court and is 
rectangular with dimensions of c.23m north-south by 1 Om. The east and west walls, 
although much patched and altered, display original features which include the blocked 
opening of an arched doorway and the north jamb and sill of an adjacent blocked window 
opening in the west wall, and an arched niche in the interior face of the east wall" 
(scheduling description). Ordnance Survey mapping in 1887, 1904 and 1926 shows a 
building or extension against the north wall in much the same location as the proposal. but 
only c.3m north to south (the proposal is 4m north-south). Excavation on the site of the 
Guesten Hall (the second stone building of the outer court) in 1984 showed that there was 
c.200mm of recent soil cover to the medieval levels (the robbing trench cut into natural 
boulder clay subsoil for the eastern end of the medieval hall was seen c.14m west of the 
proposed development). 

The present north gable wall of the barn has not been examined but survey drawings 
(7501/05 B and 7501/11 A by the Morton Partnership) and memory suggest that it is 
principally of timber and not the original medieval gable, the line of which is unknown. 

The proposal involves a lean-to extension to the existing north gable wall. The engineering 
design (Morton Partnership drawing 7501/15 PS) proposes strip footings 450mm wide by 
750mm deep and a floor involving c. 390mm disturbance. There is no statement of service 
provision or location, but ground disturbance for drains and water supply is implied. 

The objective of evaluation is to establish the archaeological content of the proposal area; to 
establish whether and where preservation in situ is required; to provide information on 
which, if appropriate, a mitigation strategy may be based (e.g. alterations to design and 
archaeological recording). 

All arrangements for the field evaluation of the site, the timing of the work, access to the 
site, the definition of the precise area of landholding and area for proposed development are 
to be defined and negotiated with the commissioning body. 
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2. 

2.1 

2.2 

2.3 

2.4 

2.5 

2.6 

2.7 

2.8 

2 

In accordance with the standards and guidance produced by the Institute of Field 
Archaeologists this brief should not be considered sufficient to enable the total execution of 
the project. A Project Design or Written Scheme of Investigation (PD/WSI) based upon this 
brief and the accompanying outline specification of minimum requirements, is an essential 
requirement. This must be submitted by the developers, or their agent, to the Conservation 
Team of the Archaeological Service of Suffolk County Council (Shire Hall, Bury St 
Edmunds IP33 2AR; telephone/fax: 01284 352443) for approval. The work must not 
commence until this office has approved both the archaeological contractor as suitable to 
undertake the work, and the PD/WSI as satisfactory. The PD/WSI will provide the basis for 
measurable standards and will be used to establish whether the requirements of the planning 
condition will be adequately met 

Brief for the Archaeological Evaluation 

Establish whether any archaeological deposit exists in the area, with particular regard to any 
which are of sufficient importance to merit preservation in situ. Particular attention to be 
paid to the potential for the continuation northward of the medieval E and W walls of the 
barn; an earlier north gable; and survival of medieval floor levels. 

Identify the date, approximate form and purpose of any archaeological deposit within the 
application area, together with its likely extent, localised depth and quality of preservation. 

Establish the form and extent, including its footings, of the extension shown on the OS map. 

Provide sufficient information to construct an archaeological conservation strategy, dealing 
with preservation, the recording of archaeological deposits, working practices, timetables 
and orders of cost. 

This project will be carried through in a manner broadly consistent with English Heritage's 
Management of Archaeological Projects, 1991 (MAP2), all stages will follow a process of 
assessment and justification before proceeding to the next phase of the project. Field 
evaluation is to be followed by the preparation of a full archive, and an assessment of 
potential. Any further excavation required as mitigation is to be followed by the preparation 
of a full archive, and an assessment of potential, analysis and final report preparation may 
follow. Each stage will be the subject of a further brief and updated project design, this 
document covers only the evaluation stage. 

The developer or his archaeologist will give the Conservation Team of the Archaeological 
Service of Suffolk County Council (address as above) five working days notice of the 
commencement of ground works on the site, in order that the work of the archaeological 
contractor may be monitored. 

If the approved evaluation design is not carried through in its entirety (particularly in the 
instance oftrenching being incomplete) the evaluation report may be rejected. Alternatively 
the presence of an archaeological deposit may be presumed, and untested areas included on 
this basis when defining the final mitigation strategy. 

An outline specification, which defines certain minimum criteria, is set out below. 

... 
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3. Specification: Field Evaluation 

3.1 Trial trenches are to be excavated which address the issues raised at 2.1 to 2.3. A series of 
box trenches are thought to be the most appropriate sampling method. It is suggested that 
trenches are required against each existing stone wall end; and at least one across the line of 
the proposed new north gable (extending into the proposed building interior crossing the 
probable line of the mapped post medieval gable). The trench design must be approved by 
the Conservation Team of the Archaeological Service before field work begins. 

3.6 The topsoil may be mechanically removed using an appropriate machine fitted with 
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. 

3.7 The top of the first archaeological deposit may be cleared by machine, but must then be 
cleaned off by hand. There is a presumption that excavation of all archaeological deposits 
will be done by hand unless it can be shown there will not be a loss of evidence by using a 
machine. 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. 

3.8 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, should be 
preserved intact even if fills are sampled. 

3.9 There must be 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. 

3.10 The contractor shall provide details of the sampling strategies for retrieving artefacts, 
biological .remains (for palaeoenvironmental and palaeoeconomic investigations), and 
samples of sediments and/or soils (for micromorphological and other 
pedological/sedimentological analyses. Advice on the appropriateness of the proposed 
strategies will be sought from P Murphy, English Heritage Regional Adviser for 
Archaeological Science (East of England). A guide to sampling archaeological deposits 
(Murphy and Wiltshire 1994) is available. 

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

3.12 Metal detector searches must take place at all stages of the excavation by an experienced 
detector user. 

3.13 All finds will be collected and processed (unless variations in this principle are agreed with 
the Conservation Team ofSCC Archaeological Service during the course of the evaluation). 

3.14 Human remains must be left in situ except in those cases where damage or desecration are to 
be expected, or in the event that analysis of the remains is shown to be a requirement of 
satisfactory evaluation of the site. However, the excavator should be aware of, and comply 
with, the provisions of Section 25 of the Burial Act 1857. 
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3.15 Plans of the archaeological features on the site are to be drawn at 1:20 or 1:50, depending on 
the complexity of the data to be recorded. Sections should be drawn at 1: 10 or 1 :20 again 
depending on the complexity to be recorded. Any variations from this must be agreed with 
the Conservation Team. 

3.16 A photographic record of the work 1s to be made, consisting of both monochrome 
photographs and colour transparencies. 

3.17 Topsoil, subsoil and archaeological deposit to be kept separate during excavation to allow 
sequential backfilling of excavations. 

4. General Management 

4.1 A timetable for all stages of the project must be agreed before the first stage of work 
commences, including monitoring by the Conservation Team of SCC Archaeological 
Service. 

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

4.3 A general Health and Safety Policy must be provided, with detailed 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 Assessments 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 principles of 
English Heritage's Management of Archaeological Projects, 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. 

6.4 An opinion as to the necessity for further evaluation and its scope may be given. No further 
site work should be embarked upon until the primary fieldwork results are assessed and the 
need for further work is established 

5.5 Reports on specific areas of specialist study must include sufficient detail to permit 
assessment of potential for analysis, including tabulation of data by context, and must 
include non-technical summaries. 
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5.6 the· Report,·must include a discussion and an assessment of the archaeological evidence. Its 
conclusions must include a clear statement of the archaeological potential of the site, and the 
significance of that potential in the context of the Regional Research Framework (East 
Anglian Archaeology, Occasional Papers 3 & 8, 1997 and 2000). 

5. 7 Finds must be appropriately conserved and stored in accordance with UK Institute of 
Conservators Guidelines. The finds, as an indissoluble part of the site archive, should be 
deposited with the County SMR if the landowner can be persuaded to agree to this. If this is 
not possible for all or any part of the finds archive, then provision must be made for 
additional recording (e.g. photography, illustration, analysis) as appropriate. 

5.8 The site archive is to be deposited with the County SMR within three months of the 
completion of fieldwork. It will then become publicly accessible. 

5. 9 Where positive conclusions are drawn from a project (whether it be evaluation or 
excavation) a summary report, in the established format, suitable for inclusion in the annual 
'Archaeology in Suffolk' section of the Proceedings of the Suffolk Institute for Archaeology, 
must be prepared. It should be included in the project report, or submitted to the 
Conservation Team, by the end of the calendar year in which the evaluation work takes 
place, whichever is the sooner. 
• ~.J. 

5.10 County SMR sheets must be completed, as per the county SMR manual, for all sites where 
archaeological finds and/or features are located. 

Specification by: Robert Carr 

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

Date: 3 January 2003 

Tel: 01284 352441 

Reference: /LeistonAbbeyFarm01 

This brief and 'specification remains valid for 12 months from the above 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. 

If the work def"med by this brief forms a part of a programme of archaeological work 
required by a Planning Condition, the results must be considered by the Conservation Team 
of the Archaeological Service of Suffolk County Council, who have the responsibility for 
advising the appropriate Planning Authority. 
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Appendix 11 

LEISTON ABBEY Planning Application C/02/1754- Scheduled Ancient Mon. 21405 

I have monitored the evaluation excavation arranged by the developer with my 
guidance. It has been demonstrated to my satisfaction that the medieval north gable end 
of the barn was marginally further north than the present wall. The existing wall lies 
mostly against the south (inner) face of the original wall line which it has replaced. It is 
presumed that there was a structural failure of an original solid flint and mortar rubble 
wall, which was replaced by the current light weight board-on-frame walling. The use 
of thin handmade bricks and the presence of fine ashlar blocks in the poorly built dwarf 
wall below the frame indicates a post-Reformation date for the wall failure. 

The visible evidence is that : the broken medieval wall end of the barn E wall, visible 
above ground at the north-east angle, appears to show the remains of internal quoining; 
there are lime mortar bonded flint rubble footings of the original wall partially 
preserved for c.O.Sm outside, and parallel to, the present wall line; scatters of cobbles, 
which may indicate external yard surfacing, lie up to 1.5m outside the present wall line; 
beyond this to the north any earlier levels have been removed by 20th century 
disturbance for yards and paths. 

The below ground features which preserve the medieval outline and vestigial remains of 
the barn are of importance as an integral part of the Scheduled Monument and warrant 
preservation in situ. During on-site conversations with Mr Smith (representing Pro 
Corda) I understand that they wish to achieve the preservation of all the medieval 
features indicated above. 

• Those archaeological footing and yard remains within the floor area of the new 
build will be blinded with sand, covered with a suitable membrane and preserved 
below the concrete floor slab. 

• The area of standing wall at the north-east barn corner will not be damaged by the 
junction with the new extended east wall, and and link with it will be reversible. 

• The vestigial wall footing of the original wall corner angle, outside the north-east 
corner of the barn, will be covered and bridged over in order to achieve preservation 
beneath the new extended east wall. 

If these objectives are all achievable and incorporated into the building design, and 
written confirmation of this is provided, I would be happy to agree this as an 
adequate mitigation and programme of archaeological work. I could communicate this 
to the Local Planning Authority, advising them that, in my opinion, the planning 
condition could be discharged. 

I would also be happy to promote this opinion with English Heritage. 

Yours sincerely, 

R.D.Carr LeistonAbbey2.doc 

Conservation Team ARCHAEOLOGICAL SERVICE Suffolk County Council 
Shire Hall Bury St Edmunds IP33 2AR 0!284 352443 
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