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Summary 
Monitoring of the groundworks for an extension at the rear of No.7 Sparhawk Street, Bury St. 
Edmunds revealed an area of extensive pitting, typical of a backyard within medieval urban 
Bury. The date range of the finds showed that activity on the site occurred from the 12th century 
with the latest pit being infilled during the late medieval period. Pottery included Bury 
coarseware, Bury shell-dusted ware and a body sherd of Grimston-type Thetford ware.  
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Introduction 
A series of visits was made to record the archaeological deposits during excavation of the 
groundworks at the rear of No.7 Sparhawk Street, Bury St. Edmunds. The monitoring was a 
condition of the consent on planning application SE/03/2113/P, for an extension to the rear of the 
house. The work was carried out in accordance with a brief and specification issued by R.D. 
Carr; Conservation Officer with Suffolk County Council’s Archaeological Service. The 
monitoring was undertaken during December 2003 and was funded by the owner Mrs Dinsdale.  
 
The site lies at TL 8568 6388, within the core of the medieval town (Fig.1). Sparhawk Street is 
on the line of an axial road that ran north-south through the town and once passed in front of the 
Abbey Church. The line of the road pre-dates the enclosure of the Abbey precinct in the 12th 
century and possibly the laying out of the town on the medieval grid pattern. Sparhawk Street is 
an approach to St Mary’s Square where the Saxon town is thought to have originated and Middle 
Saxon pottery (Ipswich-ware) has been found nearby at the rear of the Record office. 
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Figure 1. No.7, Sparhawk Street. Location map 
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Results  
The site of the kitchen extension was terraced into the garden at the rear of the house where, over 
time, the existing ground level had been raised by accumulated soil deposits. These buried 
deeply the archaeological horizon, which as a consequence was well preserved. Under the 
supervision of the monitoring archaeologist an area c.9m x 7m was excavated by machine; the 
existing ground level being reduced by 1.5m to formation level.  
 
The stripped area (Fig. 2) revealed at least six large inter-cutting pits, the tops of which were 
truncated by about 60cm during the machining. The pits were planned at the formation level and 
recorded in section, in the excavation sides (Fig. 3). They were filled with rich dark organic 
silt/loam with occupation debris and occasional building material, suggesting that these were a 
succession of domestic rubbish pits. One of the pits, 0007, was lined with clay and filled with 
bands of burnt clay, charcoal and ash, implying it have had a specific semi-industrial function.  
 
The relationships between the pits could be identified in section and plan, and the sequence in 
which the pits were dug established. The pits were not excavated below the formation level and 
none were bottomed. Pottery was collected from the pits 0002 and 0003, and the assemblage 
comprised early medieval and medieval wares suggesting a date range 11thto 14th centuries. The 
latest feature in the sequence of pits, 0005, produced late medieval tile. 
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Figure 2 Site Plan 
 
A brick lined well, contemporary with the main part of the building, was found beneath the rear 
wall of the range that had been added to the back of the house (Fig.2).   
 
Overlying the pits was a thick layer of re-deposited soil, which was distinct from the fills of the 
medieval pits below. The interface between this and the pits, along with the absence of surfaces, 
suggested that the medieval ground level had been truncated prior to its deposition. The  
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overlying soil was divided in two by a horizon of burnt chalk; this is indicative of an 
intermediate surface within the build up and implies that the overburden was deposited 
episodically. Finds from below the chalk demonstrate that these layers were deposited from the 
(?)17/18th century. 
 
Finds and environmental evidence by Sue Anderson 
 
Introduction 
Finds were collected from two contexts, as shown in the table below. 
 

OP Pottery CBM Bone Miscellaneous Spotdate 
 No. Wt/

g 
No. Wt/

g 
No. Wt/

g 
  

0002 7 98 1 24 1 176 1 fired clay/mortar 
(38g) 

LMed? 

0003 3 58      12th c.? 
Total 10 156 1 24 1 176   

 
Pottery 
Ten sherds of pottery were collected from the two contexts.  From 0002 there was an early 
medieval ware jar rim (11th-12th c.), five body sherds of Bury medieval coarseware (12th-14th 
c.), and a rim sherd of Bury shell-dusted ware (12th-13th c.).  The three sherds from 0003 
consisted of a body sherd of Grimston-type Thetford ware (11th-12th c.), a Bury shell-dusted 
ware body sherd and a body sherd of Bury medieval coarseware.   
 
Building material 
One piece of late medieval medium sandy plain roof tile with a reduced core was found in 0002.  
This is probably of late medieval date, although it could be slightly earlier.  A piece of ?lime 
mortar (or possibly limestone) with a layer of burnt clay adhering to one side was also collected 
from this context. 
 
Animal bone 
One large fragment of a cattle femur was found in 0002.  It was well-preserved and showed signs 
of chopping. 
 
Discussion of the finds 
The small assemblage of pottery from this site is centred on the 12th century and suggests 
activity in this period.  The piece of ?late medieval tile from 0002 may suggest that the pottery 
from this context is residual however. 
 
Discussion  
The sampled area is one of extensive pitting and typical of a backyard within medieval urban 
Bury. The pits were used for the composting and processing of domestic waste and the finds 
which, include food waste (animal bone, oyster shell) pottery and fragments of building rubble, 
are characteristic of this. The date range of the finds shows that the pits were in use from the 12th 
century, with the latest pit being infilled during the late medieval period.  
 
There are no identifiable horizons to indicate the level of the medieval ground surface and the 
soil profile, in the drawn section, shows a distinct line between the medieval pits and the 
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overlying soils. This suggests that the tops of the pits have been truncated and any potential 
medieval yard surfaces lost.  
 
The formation of this soil profile; the truncation of the medieval pits and the deposition of the 
upper soil, is a significant watershed and probably indicates the clearance of the medieval 
building that would have formerly occupied the site and the construction of the current house.  
 
There was no indication of Saxon occupation on this site, although the sample area was small 
and the opportunity to excavate features limited. The archaeological horizon however, was 
deeply buried and therefore the potential for preservation is high.  
 
David Gill 
November 2004 
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