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Summary 

Archaeological monitoring of 70 to 74 St Helen’s Street, Ipswich revealed a ‘dark earth’ spread 
underlying the existing buildings of probable 16th to 18th century date. A pair of east to west 
ditches directly behind these properties are likely to be field boundaries belonging to before St 
Helen’s became a medieval suburb of Ipswich in the 12th century.  
 
Near the southern boundary of the site a tile-built kiln or oven was revealed. This feature showed 
evidence of extreme localised burning but its function is unclear. A post-medieval date is likely 
for the kiln. At the nearby site of St Edmund House on Rope Walk, post-medieval pottery kilns 
were found. It is possible that the St Helen’s Street kiln is part of this industrial complex. 
 

SMR information 

Planning application no. IP/02/00518/FUL 

10th October 2002 – 21st January 2003 Date of fieldwork:  

Grid Reference: TM 1700 4449 

Funding body: Mulberry Property 

 
 

Crown Copyright. All rights reserved. Suffolk County Council Licence No. 100023395 2004 
 

Figure 1. Site location and nearby sites of interest. 
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Introduction 

 
Planning consent was granted for the refurbishment of the buildings along the street frontage and 
for a new range of buildings to the rear of the property at 70 – 74 St Helen’s Street (see figures 1 
and 2). An archaeological condition was specified within the consent and this required an 
archaeologist to monitor the below-ground interventions made by the contractors. 
 
The contractors notified Suffolk County Council Archaeological Service that new footings 
would be dug along the street frontage and to the rear of the property. Archaeologists (Rod 
Gardner and Jezz Meredith) made eleven visits between the 10th October 2002 and the 21st 
January 2003.  
 
The site is within 80m of St Helen’s Church (IPS 153) which gave its name to the medieval 
suburb of St Helen’s, an extra-mural expansion of the town in the 12th century.  Medieval pottery 
has been recovered from 98 and 125 St Helens Street (IPS Misc and IPS 152). Pottery kilns were 
encountered during the construction of St Edmund House, Rope Walk (IPS 202). These were of 
post-medieval date.  
 
Speede’s map of 1610 shows a watercourse flowing down the centre of St Helen’s Street 
contained within an artificial channel. From here the water drained into the town ditch. Ogilby’s 
map of 1674 refers to St Helen’s Street as Great Wash Lane, indicating this route still shared its 
course with a water channel.  
 
The existing buildings on site are of 16th to 18th century date, with number 74 of probable 16th or 
17th century origin. The buildings at numbers 70 to 72 are later and of probable 17th or 18th 
century date (Dept. of Environment 1972).  
 
During the monitoring evidence from the medieval and post-medieval periods was likely to be 
encountered. 
 
 
Method 
During monitoring visits the footings trenches along the property frontage and at the rear of the original buildings 
were observed. A record was made of the depths and nature of topsoil, rubble, ‘dark earth’ and other deposits and of 
individual archaeological features and modern disturbances.  
 
Some trenches were filled with concrete before they could be observed. In these cases the archaeologist had to rely 
on the contractor’s accounts of soft-spots and other possible features of archaeological interest.  
 
All archaeological deposits were given individual context numbers (referred to as O.P. or ‘observable phenomena 
numbers’, (see Appendix 2) and recorded in full. Groups of related features (e.g. the kiln / oven-type features 0012) 
were given a single component number to show their close relationship. 
 
A photographic record was made of the kiln / oven encountered and of some of the trench sections using a digital 
camera.  
 
Finds were cleaned, marked, analysed and quantified by members of the finds team based at Bury St Edmunds. The 
archive from this site has been given the Suffolk Sites and Monuments Record (S.M.R.) code IPS 440 and the 
Ipswich S.M.R. code IAS 8812. 
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Results 

St Helen’s Street Frontage 
Hand dug trenches of 1m depth along the street frontage revealed the following deposits: 
0.00 – 0.06m Concrete floor 
0.06 – 0.26m Modern concrete hardcore make-up 
0.26 – 0.34m Crushed brick and mortar levelling deposit 
0.34 – 0.96m ‘Dark earth’, eg mid brown grey sandy silt with frequent charcoal and chalk 

flecks: context 0002 
0.96 –   Mottled grey and brown clay: natural clay, context 0003 
 
The ‘dark earth’ spread was encountered across much of the site and the context number 0002 
has been used for a general number for this deposit. Layer 0002 appeared sterile of finds so no 
date range can be offered for the formation of this horizon. 
 
Western Edge of Site 
A sample section was recorded from the rear of the existing building, along the western 
boundary of the site (see figure 2): 
0.00 – 0.30m Footings for boundary wall 
0.30 – 0.90m ‘Dark earth’: context 0002 
0.90 –   Natural clay: context 0003 
 
This section showed that the thick ‘dark earth’ deposit was of a similar thickness at both the front 
and rear of the property, e.g. c.600mm. Areas to the south of the building were very highly 
disturbed, with the combined topsoil mixed with demolition spreads given the context number 
0001. Towards the south-west corner of the site layer 0001 was c.400mm thick over the natural 
clay 0003. 
 
Ditches 0028 and 0029.  
These two features were not seen by the observing archaeologist but were reported by the 
contractors. Running parallel east to west and c.3m apart, these features were dug out as soft 
spots, were revealed to be c.2m deep from the present ground surface and have a U-profile.  
 
Pit 0005 
At c.13m south from the existing building and c.5.5m from the western boundary wall, was pit 
0005. This pit was revealed in the west facing footings trench. This feature had concave sides, a 
rounded base, a diameter of 1.1m and a depth of 550mm. It’s fill, 0004, consisted of grey black 
sandy loam and contained large fragments of c.19th century ceramic drain. 
 
Pit 0007 
Towards the south-west corner of the site, pit 0007 was partly revealed. This feature was at least 
1.5m in diameter with a depth of 900mm. Fill 0008 consisted of mottled mid grey and brown 
clay with frequent brick and tile fragments, moderate mortar flecks and concentrated patches of 
charcoal. This feature is likely to be fairly recent in date and might be associated with a tree 
shown on the engineer’s ‘foundation layout’ drawing (Ken Rush Associates: job M2420 drawing 
001). 
 
South Edge of Site 
Despite some large modern disturbances towards the south-west corner of the site, this proved to 
be an interesting area with a large depression against the southern boundary, 0009, a kiln or 
oven-type feature, 0012, and a deep, contractor-reported feature towards the eastern boundary, 
0030. 
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Figure 2. Plan of site 
 
 

 4



Feature 0009 
Along the southern range of new buildings (see figure 2) the natural clay was at c.600mm in the 
northern footings, but quickly sank to 1m depth to the south. Other footings along the southern 
boundary of the site also indicated the natural subsoil to be at 1m depth, suggesting that a wide 
(c.5m+) depression or feature of at least 400mm depth was located here. The natural along the 
southern edge was becoming sandy clay, so the change in this deposit might have given rise to 
the formation of this depression 
 
Fills of this feature include 0010, where it was seen along its northern edge, and 0011, as seen at 
the southern boundary. Fill was 0010 mid grey brown silty clay, and 0011 was mid to dark grey 
brown clay loam. 
 
Kiln/Ovens; component 0012 
These features were revealed in three sections of a footings trench near the south-east corner of 
the site (see figure 2). A complex structural sequence was revealed in the south facing section 
(see figure 3). One or more kiln or oven-type structures were constructed within pit 0012, a cut 
with near vertical upper edges, concave lower edges and a flat or slightly undulating base. The 
pit was cut through a layer of mottled mid to pale grey sandy clay, 0027. 
 
The description below is based on the south-facing section of the kilns (see figure 3 and front 
cover). It was in this section that the floor and partial walls of the structure could be most clearly 
seen. Other related deposits could be seen in the east- and north-facing sides of the footings 
trench. In particular kiln 0021was very similar in structure in both the north- and south-facing 
sections (c.800mm apart) suggesting an elongated or tunnel-like form for this structure.  
 
Kiln 0021 
The structure most clearly seen in section was that within cut 0021. Lying over the kiln and up to 
500mm thick was a deposit of mixed orange sand clay with frequent tile fragments, 0014, 
probably representing collapse and backfilling of the feature. Under this, a black charcoal and 
soot deposit, 0015, lay over the oven floor, 0018, which consisted of tightly clay-packed tiles, 
arranged on their edges, over which was a horizontal mortar surface.  
 
A stacked pile of horizontal tiles either side of the floor, 0016 and 0017, probably represent the 
base of the walls of the structure. A fringe of purple sandy clay, 0020, went under the floor and 
behind tile-stack 0016 but stopped under stack 0017, perhaps indicating a rebuild of this side of 
the oven. In situ burning of the oven lining probably formed this purple deposit, and was the 
primary fill of cut 0021. 
 
To the west of the section, deposit 0019, consisting of mixed clay, might represent backfill of the 
earlier oven 0024. This fill was piled over the burnt purple clay oven lining, 0020. The clay 
packing, 0026, behind the eastern tile-stack, 0017, would have been a comparable deposit on the 
other side of the structure. This fill showed signs of localised heating / reddening where it was 
adjacent to the purple lining 0020. 
 
Tile recovered from 0014, 0016 and 0017, and given the collective finds number 0013, indicates 
a probable post-medieval date for this feature. 
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Figure 3. South-facing section of kiln / oven structures 0012 
 
Oven 0024 
The sequence of deposits partly revealed to the west of oven 0021 could be interpreted as a 
separate oven-type structure. All that remains of the fill of this feature are two brown silty clay 
deposits, 0022 and 0023. These fills are within the slightly dished, concave cut 0024. Heat from 
both this oven and from 0021 gave rise to a fringe of localised reddening of the surrounding 
natural clay, 0025, up to 100mm thick in places. 
 
Feature 0030 
Contractors reported a substantial soft spot, up to 2m deep, along the eastern boundary of the 
site. The sides of this trench had been shored-up and made safe before the deposits could be 
observed and recorded. 
 
North-eastern corner of site 
A machine dug trench for a drain run was observed along the passageway to the east of the 
existing buildings. At 600mm depth, this revealed highly disturbed deposits of modern origin, 
probably due to other service trenches being run through this gap between buildings.
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The finds 
by Sue Anderson 

All finds were collected under the general number 0013.  The assemblage consisted of 30 tiles 
(1351g), one animal bone (13g) and two pieces of unburnt coal (80g).  The animal bone was a 
fragment of sheep scapula.  The tiles were all in medium sandy red fabrics, but some were 
heavily burnt and sooted, and were purple to dark grey in colour.  One small fragment had fused 
to the underside of another, larger, fragment, and several pieces were fire-cracked.  There is no 
particular evidence to indicate that these are wasters from a tile kiln, and the degree of firing is 
not particularly high.  The burning seems to have occurred secondary to the original firing, 
which simply suggests the use of tiles for lining an oven or kiln, rather than actual manufacture.  
However, the degree of in situ burning in the kiln itself (no samples of the kiln wall were 
available) may indicate higher firing than can be seen on these fragments.  The fragments are 
likely to be post-medieval in date. 
 
 
Conclusions 

Accumulations of occupation and midden deposits in the form of ‘dark earth’ and of probable 
medieval or post-medieval date, had accumulated along the southern edge of St. Helen’s Street. 
If this street held a watercourse, as Speede’s map of 1610 indicates, then an artificial bank might 
be expected along its down-slope side. As St. Helen’s Street runs with the contours of the hill, 
water would have to be managed to encourage it to flow westwards and not break through and 
flow due south to the River Orwell. It is likely therefore that the ‘dark earth’ deposit is part of the 
bank containing this watercourse. The hollow 0009 might indicate the southern edge of the bank, 
a track along the bank edge or excavations to provide material for the bank. 
 
The two east to west running ditches reported by the contractors are likely to predate the existing 
buildings along the street frontage which are of post-medieval date (16th to 18th centuries). They 
might be part of an earlier field-system from before the development of the suburb of St. Helen’s 
in the 12th century.  
 
An oven or kiln was discovered near the south-east corner of the site. Constructed from ceramic 
tiles, it shows evidence of high degree of in situ burning and of extreme temperatures reached, 
probably in excess of that needed for a bread oven. The tiles themselves only show evidence of 
secondary burning and are not wasters from a tile firing. Wasters from a post-medieval pottery 
kiln were recovered under St Edmund House c.50m away on Rope Walk and might have been 
part of the same industrial complex (Ipswich Sites and Monuments Record archive IAS 8802).  
 
The probable elongated firing chamber or tunnel is comparable to a late medieval pottery kiln 
from Rickinghall (Anderson et al 1996) and a partially excavated early post-medieval brick kiln 
from Gedding Hall (Anderson and Tester 2002).  
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Appendix 1: Brief and Specification 
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Appendix 2: Context List 

 OPNO Context Comp Ident Descript 
 0001 0001 layer Demolition layer and unstratified finds across site 

 0002 0002 layer Mottled mid to dark greyish brown silty sandy clay. First encountered along street frontage, 0002 used for  
 dark earth spread across rest of site, fairly sterile. 

 0003 0003 layer Natural clay - mid orange brown clay with occasional bands of sharp orange sand / flint gravel. 

 0004 0005 pit fill Greyish black sandy loam, large frags of modern CBM. 

 0005 0005 pit cut Sub-circular, concave sides, rounded base. 

 0006 not used 

 0007 0007 pit cut Elliptical in plan, 1.5m max diam, depth 900mm - according to contractor's plan probable tree-hole. 

 0008 0007 pit fill Mottled mid grey and mid yellow brown clay with frequent brick and tile frags. 

 0009 0009 ditch cut? Possible E-w running ditch cut or hollow up to 1m depth along back of site and at least 5m wide, tho' very  
 difficult to see due to disturbance. 

 0010 0009 ditch fill? Mid grey brown silty clay, observed in section alond N edge of feature. 

 0011 0009 ditch fill? Mid/dark grey brown sandy silt clay, observed to depth of 1m along S edge of site. 

 0012 0012 0012 kiln A complex of deposits associated with one or more kilns within pit cut 0012. 

 0013 0021 0012 kiln finds General finds from this feature, mainly from 0014 but also from tile stacks 0016 and 0017. 

 0014 0021 0012 kiln fill Mixed orange sand clay, very frequent tile frags. Collapse and/or backfill within kiln. 

 0015 0021 0012 kiln fill Black charcoal and soot deposit over floor of kiln. 

 0016 0021 0012 kiln wall Largely collapsed tile stack, probable W edge of kiln built over floor 0018 
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 OPNO Context Comp Ident Descript 
 0017 0021 0012 kiln wall Base of E tile stack, c.200mm high, built over floor 0018 

 0018 0021 0012 kiln floor Tightly packed tiles placed on edge within clay matrix and remains of mortared surface visible over upper  
 surface. 

 0019 0021 0012 kiln fill Mixed clay collapse or backfill. 

 0020 0021 0012 kiln fill Dark brown / purple (burnt) sandy clay. Lining or base for floor 0018 

 0021 0021 0012 kiln cut Concave sides, flat base cut for kiln inserted into earlier ?kiln/burnt deposits. 

 0022 0024 0012 kiln fill Mid brown silty clay. Possibly part of earlier kiln cut by the later inserted 0021. 

 0023 0024 0012 kiln fill Dark brown silty clay under 0022. 

 0024 0024 0012 kiln cut? Possible pit cut under 0023 for neighbouring truncated kiln. 

 0025 0012 0012 kiln fill Pink burnt sandy clay. Unsure whether this is a genuine fill, eg a lining, or intense localised heating of the  
 surrounding natural. 

 0026 0012 0012 kiln fill Orange sandy clay, probably unburnt version of 0025, and thus probably continuation of the kiln lining. 

 0027 0027 layer Mottled mid/pale grey sandy clay. 

 0028 0028 ditch Contractor reported: Northern of 2 E-W running ditches behind the existing building. 

 0029 0029 ditch Contractor reported: Southern of 2 E-W running ditches behind the existing building. 

 0030 0030 pit Contractor reported: Large pit c.2m deep from E edge near SE corn 
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