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Summary 

The earliest phase (11th or 12th century) of the church of St. Mary the Virgin, Little 

Hormead, East Hertfordshire includes the rare survival of an original iron bound door 

leaf.  

 

An evaluation by test-pit was undertaken In order to inform the location and character of 

a proposed footing to support an above ground structure holding the ironbound door 

leaf close to its original location within the now blocked north doorway of the nave. 

  

The initial intervention located within the extant door splay revealed bonded stone at 

shallow depth.  A secondary excavation adjacent to the first, but in the body of the nave 

revealed a sequence of three recent layers, including the existing slab floor, over a flat 

compacted surface that probably approximated an earlier, possibly medieval, floor level.  

A sondage excavated through the compacted material revealed a sticky brown clay that 

continued under the north nave wall and was considered, on balance, to be a natural 

subsoil deposit.      
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1. Introduction 

The parish church of St. Mary the Virgin, Little Hormead, Hertfordshire (Fig. 1), is now 

under the care of the Churches Conservation Trust. 

©Crown Copyright.  All Rights Reserved. Suffolk County Council Licence No. 100023395 2013 

Figure 1.  Site location 
 

The extant structure consists of a nave (11th – 12th century), chancel (13th century, with 

19th century restoration/partial rebuild), a brick porch (18th century) and a bell turret (15th 

and 19th century) over its west end. 

 

The north nave doorway, now blocked, appears to be broadly contemporary with the 

surrounding wall fabric.  It is the survival of the original iron bound wooden door leaf 

from this opening which has led to the archaeological work described in this report. 

 

In order to re-hang the heavy door in its original opening, along with a new transparent 

cover, in such a way that it could pivot to allow access to both sides, required the 

insertion of a footing in an area that could have archaeological implications. 
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While no detailed brief for the work was produced, a programme of work was agreed 

with the East Hertfordshire Conservation Officer and the county Archaeological 

Conservation Team were kept informed of the intended works.  

   

Subsequently, Suffolk County Council’s Archaeological Service Field Team were 

commissioned by the project architect (Shawn Kholucy) on behalf of the Churches 

Conservation Trust to undertake a programme of archaeological evaluation, the 

fieldwork for which was carried out on 31st January, 2013.    

 

2. Methodology 

All interventions were undertaken by an experienced archaeologist.   

 

A staged approach had been agreed whereby the first work was targeted within the 

splay of the doorway, with the need for further excavation internal to the wall/door splay 

informed by the results of the initial intervention. 

 

High resolution digital photographs were taken at all stages of the work. 

 

Plans and section drawings were executed in pencil on plastic drafting film at a scale of 

1:10. 

 

A site notebook was used to record details relating to the form and character of the 

features revealed in the excavations.     

 

3. Results 

The extant door splay was slightly irregular in plan, angling back into the body of the 

wall by 0.35m at the western end and by 0.38m at the eastern end, here nearer to a 

right angle to the wall face (Fig. 2). 

 

Plate 1 shows the existing concrete slab floor surface in the nave and the door splay 

prior to excavation.   
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Plate 1  Door splay prior to excavation 
 

Plate 2  Slab bedding layer 5 



4 

1

Door splay

3

0.5m

2

6

53 38 7

0 0.25

S1

4

2

 
 

 

9
2

1

N

6

7

8

4

S1

5
3S

 

Figure 2.  1:10 scale plan and section drawing 

Buff coloured areas 

are bonded limestone. 

Black areas are brick 

and tile.  
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The stage one excavation involved the removal of a small area of the floor surface 

within the door splay (No. 1 in Fig. 2; Plates 2 and 4) after first removing some of the 

hard cement material used to fill the gap between the slab floor and the nave wall (No. 2 

in Fig. 2).  This layer was confirmed to be a hard cementitious material with maximum 

thickness of 4cm towards its southern edge.  Removal of this layer revealed up to 6cm 

of loose mixed sand, lime mortar, brick fragments and small stones (No. 9 in Fig. 2; 

Plate 3).  Solid bonded stonework was encountered immediately below this layer (No. 4 

in Fig. 2; Plates 3 and 4) and seen to continue to the south beneath the nave slab floor.  

Three separate limestone blocks were partially revealed in the area opened with the 

wider of the two exposed joints packed with roof tile (Fig. 2). 

 

Given that the presence of the solid bonded stone at a depth of only a few centimetres 

within the door splay appeared to preclude the possibility of excavating the proposed 

footing at that juncture, the decision was made to remove one of the adjacent nave floor 

slabs (No. 3 in Fig. 2; Plate 2) in order to continue the evaluation. 

 

The 5cm thick slabs had been bedded on 5cm of orange sand (No. 5 in Fig. 2; Plates 2 

and 3).  Removal of this layer revealed the vertical edge of the limestone blocks 

stepped out by c.7cm south of the line of the internal nave north wall face (Fig. 2).  To 

the south of the bonded stones the sand bedding layer was underlain by a 15cm thick 

relatively unconsolidated layer of mixed brick fragments (both floor bricks and wall 

bricks similar to those in the 18th century porch), lime mortar and inclusions of what 

appeared to be modern window glass (No. 6 in Fig. 2).  The 15cm thickness of this layer 

broadly coincided with the vertical depth of the bonded limestone blocks to the north 

(Fig. 2). 

 

Removal of the relatively unconsolidated rubble layer revealed a flat compacted clay 

surface with localised patches of lime mortar.  While not representing a formal floor 

itself, this surface almost certainly represented the level where a former floor, possibly 

of brick or tile, had been laid, with the patchy lime mortar the vestiges of the bedding 

material.  While this surface could be considered to be of some archaeological 

significance it was agreed with Alison Tinniswood (Senior Archaeologist, Historic 

Environment Unit, Hertfordshire County Council) during her site visit, that excavation 

could continue down, albeit in a reduced area of c.0.20m x c.0.30m.  
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Plate 3  The excavated trench: drawn section S1 from the east 
 

Plate 4  The excavated trench: plan view from the south 
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The compacted surface was found to be the top of a 0.20m thick layer, increasing to 

c.0.34m where it dipped down to the base of the nave wall, comprising relatively 

consolidated clay mixed with disaggregated lime mortar and chalk flecks (No. 7. in Fig. 

2; Plate 3).  Removal of this layer also revealed that the bonded wall to the north 

continued down for one more block of limestone, although not continuing the same 

vertical face.  The basal stone was unworked and projected out by 6cm to the south of 

the vertical face above (Fig. 2; Plates 3 and 4). 

 

Removal of the compacted clay layer revealed a sterile sticky dark brown clay with 

frequently occurring rounded chalk fragments and gravel to pebble-sized flints (No. 8 in 

Fig. 2; Plates 3 and 4).  The clay continued under the bonded wall to the north and 

down beyond the base of the excavated trench at c.0.64m below the level of the nave 

slab floor.  There was no evidence to suggest that this material represented anything 

other than naturally occurring subsoil, although the possibility that it was redeposited, 

possibly grave fill, cannot entirely be ruled out. 

 

A secondary requirement of the evaluation was to examine the tympanum above the 

doorway blocking and assess its archaeological/architectural importance.  A small hole 

was already present through the rendered face which had accommodated part of the 

framework that, until relatively recently, had been used to support the door leaf in the 

blocked doorway.  Without further expanding this hole it was still possible to see that the 

area of the tympanum comprised clunch rubble set in lime mortar rather than a single 

tooled stone slab.                     

 

4. Archaeological interpretation and conclusions 

The results of the evaluation have provided the information required to inform the 

location and character of the door support footing. 

 

Within the splay of the blocked doorway solid bonded stonework was encountered only 

a few centimetres below the present, relatively recent, cementitious surface.  While the 

presence of roof tile used as a filler between two of the individual blocks could indicate 

that the stonework at this juncture is a later insertion, there is no evidence to suggest 

that it is not medieval in date.  The tops of the stones were unworn which suggest that 
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this was not itself the threshold, but could have provided the bedding for a stone slab.  It 

is not possible to say from the limited excavation whether the projection of the 

stonework beyond the internal face of the nave wall was localised within the area of the 

door splay, or continued to the east and west.  However, it is clear that while the vertical 

face of the upper stone may originally have been intended to be visible above floor 

level, the underlying rough basal stone was not.  This observation can be considered to 

provide evidence that the medieval floor level coincided roughly with the flat compacted 

surface identified at approximately 0.25m below the existing concrete slab floor surface.  

Given that the ground level in the churchyard adjacent to the church demonstrably 

stepped up from that of the surrounding land, a common occurrence in medieval 

churchyards due to bulking up of the soil caused by the repeated insertion of burials 

over a protracted period of time, then the presence of floor at this lower level is not a 

surprise. 

 

The basal dark brown clay appeared to be a natural subsoil deposit, although within the 

confines of the limited trench this could not be absolutely positively ascertained as 

redeposited subsoil in grave fill would look similar.  On balance, however, the fact that 

this deposit continued under the bonded wall could be considered to be compelling 

evidence for it to be geological rather than archaeological.  In addition, even if this 

deposit did represent redeposited material, possibly grave fill, nothing of archaeological 

significance was encountered within the c.0.64m deep sondage.  

 

As far as informing the character and location of the proposed footing is concerned the 

main points are as follows. 

 

• The solid bonded stonework within the threshold should not be 

compromised and should remain intact. 

• The deposits encountered in the sondage immediately south of the 

threshold are of less archaeological significance and the limited damage 

that would be caused by the insertion of a footing at this juncture may be 

considered to be acceptable. 

• The fill within the tympanum appears to be clunch rubble in a lime mortar 

matrix.  If the proposed supporting structure required further disturbance at 

this juncture, the archaeological significance is likely to be minimal. 
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Summary of fieldwork results: The earliest phase (11th or 12th century) of the 
church of St. Mary the Virgin, Little Hormead, East Hertfordshire includes the 
rare survival of an original iron bound door leaf.  
 
An evaluation by test-pit was undertaken In order to inform the location and 
character of a proposed footing to support an above ground structure holding 
the ironbound door leaf close to its original location within the now blocked north 
doorway of the nave. 
 
The initial intervention located within the extant door splay revealed bonded 
stone at shallow depth.  A secondary excavation adjacent to the first, but in the 
body of the nave revealed a sequence of three recent layers, including the 
existing slab floor, over a flat compacted surface that probably approximated an 
earlier, possibly medieval floor level.  A sondage excavated through the 
compacted material revealed a sticky brown clay that continued under the north 
nave wall and was considered, on balance, to be a natural subsoil deposit.  
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