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Summary 
The monitoring of footing trenches during the construction of four houses uncovered 
evidence for at least fifteen pits.  A small proportion of the spoil was seen during 
excavation and two sherds of pottery were recovered.  Only one sherd was stratified 
in a pit but both were medieval coarseware and are dated 12th -13th century.   
 
Introduction 
Visits were made to this site following the excavation of footing trenches during the 
construction of four houses (Figure 1).  The visit was made to fulfil an archaeological  
monitoring condition set on planning application SE/00/2762/P by R. D. Carr of the 
Suffolk County Council Archaeological Service Conservation Team (Appendix 1).  
The monitoring condition was based on the results of an archaeological evaluation 
(Caruth, 1999 in archive).  Interest in the site is based on its location within the 
medieval core of Bury St Edmunds.  The work has been funded by the developer, 
Mothersole Builders Ltd.   
 
Results 
House 4 
Fig. 2 
Three short visits were made to the site during the excavation of footings for this 
property.  Only the trench across the front of the house was seen while the base of the 
trenches was still exposed.  In the remainder, a sealing layer of concrete had already 
been laid in order to prevent the collapse of the sides during bad weather.  The front 
wall of the new property ran along the line of an existing, backfilled, cellar which 
extended to the street front.  Within these trenches the ground was disturbed/built up 
to a depth of c.1.5m.  It was evident from the adjoining property wall on the north side 
that c 0.5m of soil build up had accumulated since that wall had been built.  The spoil 
was scanned for finds, but although colour changes in the sides of the trenches 
suggested various small pits had been excavated, debris consisted largely of brown 
loam with very few fragments of peg-tile, occasional animal bone and very little, post 
medieval pottery.     
 
House 3 
Fig. 2 
Approximately three-quarters of the footing trenches for this building were seen.  
These revealed two flint wall bases, 0020, with a chalk floor c. 0.9m below the 
current ground surface.  North of this structure was a pit, 0021, which was c.2.2m 
deep and filled with brown loam. It was 1m from a second pit, 0022, which had a 
similar fill and the same depth.  The bases of two smaller pits, 0023 and 0024, were 
also seen within this footing.  The natural subsoil throughout the trench was at c.1.5m.  
A single potsherd, 0025, was recovered form the spoil-heap (no other pottery was 
associated with these footings) which was a gritty medieval coaseware and is dated 
12th –13th century. It is thought likely, based on the colour and texture of the fill, that 



pits 0021 and 0022 were both medieval although there is no direct proof of this.  
Unstratified fragments of peg-tile from the spoil heap were not kept.   
 
House 1 
Approximately three-quarters of the excavated footings for his building were seen. 
There was a built up layer of c.0.8 over most of the trench. The eastern-most footing 
trench revealed three pits 0028, 0027 and 0026.  Pit 0028 was 1.6m deep and had a 
brown loam fill. Pit 0029 had a similar fill and was at least 2m deep which was the 
maximum depth of the trench.  Pit 0026 was filled with clay.  Along the south wall 
footing, which was excavated to a depth of 0.8m, there was an infilled brick lined well 
or cess-pit, 0029. Adjoining this were two pits, 0030 and 0031, which were of similar 
shape and size and were filled with brown loam.  A small sample of pit 0031 was 
hand excavated and a sherd of gritty coaseware, similar to that found from house 3, 
was found which is dated 12th-13th century.   The appearance of the pit fill, with 
fragments of charcoal but no other inclusions, and the general colour are consistent 
with a medieval date for this pit.  Although pit 0030 was cut by pit 0031, they were 
probably quite close in date as they were so similar in appearance.  The central cross 
trench was excavated to a depth of 1.2m. There were four pits in this trench.  Pits 
0032 and 0033 contained a green/brown loam. Pit 0034 was cut by pit 0035.  There 
pits contained a similar fill to pits 0030 and 0031 and are were probably medieval. Pit 
0035 was partially overlain by a substantial block of flint and mortar which was 
immediately below the current ground surface and is therefore likely to be relatively 
recent.  In the north-west corner of the footings there was a well, 0038, which was 
open to a depth of c.8m and lined with white bricks which suggests it was probably 
19th century.  Against the south footing there was a brick lined cellar or possibly a 
cess pit, 0038.         
 
 
House 2 
The entire footing trench for this building was seen which revealed two pits. Pit 0040 
was c.1.8m deep and was sealed by c. 0.85m of post-medieval build-up, which 
covered the entire site.  The pit fill contained a dark green clay/loam and there was a 
dark peat organic layer in the base.  Pit 0039 was not fully exposed. It contained a 
brown loam fill and may have been medieval although this could not be proved. 
 
 
Discussion and Conclusions 
The evidence from this monitoring has helped to shed light on an area of the medieval 
town where there is a considerable gap in the archaeological record.  At least fifteen 
pits were encountered nine of which were under House 1.  This house lies to the rear 
of the site and was marginally closer to Church Row than St Johns Street.  It is 
uncertain from this too which street front properties these pits belonged.  It is 
noteworthy  that there were four pits under House 3, and two of these were very large, 
which is closer to Church Row. This is in an area where we might expect pits to be 
located if Church Row had been developed as a medieval street.  Thomas Warren’s 
1747 map of Bury St Edmunds shows that there were few houses along this street 
(called ‘Lane’ on the map) although St John’s Street was well developed.  The picture 
may well have been different during the medieval period however. Bury declined in 
wealth after the 16th century (Statham 1988) and areas of settlement may have 
contracted until houses were built in the 19th century.    



 
There is some difficulty in interpreting the pits as a whole due to the lack of finds 
from the site.  Based on other pits found in the town it is suggested that many are 
medieval based on their appearance and fill but this could not be proven (with only 
one sherd of stratified pottery from pit 0031).  This is of itself interesting.  Pits located 
in the centre of the medieval town (Tester 2001, 2003) have tended to produce much 
larger quantities of finds and this cannot be wholly explained by the lack of hand 
excavation during the recent monitoring.   It is to be hoped that further sites in this 
area of the town, which has seen little archaeological work, will be able to shed more 
light on the extent of the settlement during the medieval period and on changes in the 
landscape of the town over time.  
 
 
 
 
 
Andrew Tester, June 2003  
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Figure 1 Site location plan including a 
projection of the medieval town wall 
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