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An Archaeological Watching Brief at the parish church of  

St. Mary the Virgin,  Kilve, Somerset 

Summary 

 Monitoring of the decontamination works following the spillage of heating oil outside 

the north wall of the chancel resulted in the recording of stratigraphy below the chancel of St. 

Mary’s church, Kilve.  No archaeological features or finds were recorded but photographs of 

a previously unknown blocked-up burial vault were obtained. 

 

 

1.0 Introduction 

1.1 The leakage of over 400 litres of kerosene heating oil from a metal pipe running 

between an oil-storage tank and the boiler room prompted the grant of an emergency faculty 

from the diocese of Wells for remedial works.  The permission required archaeological 

monitoring during the works.   

 

 The watching brief was carried out in conjunction with remediation works undertaken 

by the ‘RAW-Group’ under the direction of Mr Colin Burgess, the Senior Environmental 

Scientist with that company.  . 

 

1.2 The churchwarden, Mr Roger Cuff, asked C. and N. Hollinrake Ltd. to undertake the 

archaeological watching brief when remedial works were carried out inside and outside the 

church.  The archaeological watching brief occurred on Friday 14
th

 February, Wednesday 

23
rd

 April and on Monday 8
th

 May 2013 and was carried out by Charles and Nancy 

Hollinrake. 

1.3 Six boreholes were sunk to test the degree of ground contamination within those areas 

of the church affected by the leak and outside.  A larger borehole was also dug so that an 

extraction hose could be inserted to extract kerosene fumes from within the church.  See 

Figure 4 below for details. 
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2.0  Topography and Geology 

R.  P
arrett

R. Ca ry

R. Tone

R. Is
le

R. Yeo

R. Brue

R
. F

ro
m

e

R. Axe

R
. A

xe

R . Frome

BRISTOL CHAN NEL

ENGLISH CHANNEL

N

0 10 20 30 40 50km

E
X

M
O

O
R

MENDIP HILLS

Q
U
A

N
TO

C
K HIL

LS

county bo undaries

 land above 100m o.d. CNH

Flat Holm

Steep Holm

Taunton

town

Bridgwater

Glastonb ury

Minehead

Watchet Kilve

Carhampton

BRENDON HILLS

Shep ton
Mallet

Cheddar
Frome

Bristol

Bitton

Bath

P OLDEN HILLS

 

Figure 1.  Location 

2.1 The parish was formerly much larger, extending from the coast in the north to the 

heights of the Quantock Hills in the south.  In 1933 over 800 acres of the Quantock Hills that 

had formed the southern portion of the parish was transferred to Holford (Dunning 1985, 

passim.).  Kilve parish now contains around 380 acres. 

 The land falls gently from south to north, from the foothills of the Quantock Hills 

towards the coast.  The chantry chapel at Kilve stands approximately ½ kilometre south of 

the coast at an elevation of around 20m a.0.D.  It lies on the route of an ancient coastal road 

connecting Watchet  with Stogursey and possibly going on to the ancient crossing of the 

River Parrett at Combwich, replaced by the modern road by the seventeenth century 

(Dunning ibid.).   

The main settlement within the parish was at Putsham where, according to Collinson, (p532), 

Roman coins were frequently found. 
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Figure 2.  Regional context Contains Ordnance Survey data © Crown copyright and database right 2014 

 

2.2 Geologically, Kilve stands upon an island of Undifferentiated Lias stone within an 

extensive area of Blue Lias clays of the Jurassic period. (British Geological Survey, Sheet 

279).  

 

3.0 Historical Background 

3.1 Before 1066 the manor of Kilve, rendered as Clive, was owned by the Saxon Brictric.   

In the Domesday Book of 1086, after the Norman Conquest, the Norman knight Roger of 

Courseulles held the estate of Clive
1
; it was taxed for 2½ hides with land requiring four 

ploughs.  That estate contained 5 villagers, 5 smallholders and a mill worth 6s.  Clive 

contained 13 acres of meadow, 12 acres of woodland and extensive pasture lands measuring 

                                                           

1
 Collinson also states that the various spellings of the place-name include Cilve, Culve and 

Selve. 
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1½ leagues long and ½ league wide.  There was no mention of the acreage of arable land and 

no ploughs were listed.  In 1086 the estate was worth £4.   

 In 1086 the manor also contained the small settlements of Hill and Pardlestone (Hille 

and Plestone) .   

 During the later-medieval and post-medieval periods, Kilve lay within the Hundred of 

Williton-Freemanors, formerly a part of the royal demesne centred on North Petherton 

(Collinson, 485).       

3.2 Lords of the manor 

 Along with most of the de Courseulles land, Kilve became part of the Barony of 

Beauchamps; in 1284-5 Cecily de Beauchamps was recorded as holding the manor from the 

Abbot of Glastonbury.  The Beauchamps overlordship continued until 1605 (Dunning, ibid.)  

Tenancy of the manor passed by marriage to Matthew de Furneaux, Sheriff of Somerset, in 

the mid-thirteenth century.  In 1419, the manor was sold to John Rogers, a merchant, whose 

family held Kilve until 1664, when the manor was sold to John Cunditt.  In 1769 the manor 

was bought by Henry Sweeting of Northamptonshire.  In the early nineteenth century the 

manor was sold to a younger son of the Luttrells of East Quantoxhead and Dunster (Dunning, 

ibid.) 

3.3 The manorial buildings 

 A ‘court
2
, stables and bakehouse’ are recorded in 1242-3 (Dunning, ibid.).  The hall of 

the medieval building now forms Priory Cottage and Chantry Cottage (HER 34540; HER 

30559; Photograph 1).  By 1441, around the time of (or possibly even before) the dissolution 

of the Chantry (see below), the building including the manor house and the Chantry was 

regarded as the capital messuage of the manor, (see Archaeological Background below).  The 

manorial lay-out has been subject of a detailed earthwork survey, depicted below. 

                                                           
2
 See note 3. 
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Figure 3. The manorial enclosure at Kilve (Jamieson, 2003).  A small red arrow indicates the 

site of the Chantry. 

 This survey highlights the intimate relationship between the manor house, the Chantry 

and the church.  The entire complex of buildings was surrounded by streams, earthworks and 

fishponds defining a manorial curia
3
 (HER 34540).  .  The fish ponds could well have acted 

as holding ponds for the mill mentioned in Domesday.  Sea Lane passes through this 

manorial complex, leading to a small natural harbour on the Bristol Channel (HER 33281).   

 The fields called Great Lawn and Lawn Meadow, situated to the west of the present 

farm house, refer to a deer park attached to either the manor house or the church.  The deer 

park was recorded by 1280 and survived until at least 1441.  A deer leap, 15feet wide, stood 

on the parish boundary and was depicted on the Tithe Map; it was also mentioned by Leland 

during the 1540s (HER.34541; HER 35076; PRN 34541).  A rabbit warren that once lay 

between the road and the stream was shown on the 1840s Tithe Map.  The warren is assumed 

                                                           
3
 Curia is the legal Latin term for a court, incorporating all the meanings implied, including the dwelling of the 

lord of the manor or his agent, the home farm of the manor from which the farming was managed and a formal 

hall for both entertaining and judicial proceedings. 
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to have been attached to the Chantry and was situated within the field formerly known as 

‘Conygar’ (HER 34544). 

 By the late sixteenth century the manor house was let as a farmhouse, suggesting the 

influence of an absentee lord of the manor.  A new manor house, Kilve Court, was built 

closer to the modern road in 1782-5 by Henry Sweeting (Dunning, ibid.). 

 

 Photograph 1.  Priory Cottage and Chantry Cottage from the churchyard, with some 

of the ruins of the Chantry to the right. 

3.5 The Chantry  

 Scheduled Monument (Somerset county number 480; English Heritage List Entry 

Number: 1002960) 

 Collinson recorded the foundation by the lord of the manor, Sir Simon de Fourneaux, 

of a Chantry in the church in 1329.  Five priests were to say divine services in ‘Kilve Church’ 

for his soul and for the souls of his family.  To pay for their upkeep he obtained a licence to 

amortize a house and garden at Kilve, plus a furlong of land at Stringston, another furlong at 

Wembdon and a field at Chilton Trivet, together with the churches of Kilve and Stringston 

(Collinson, iii, 533).  This, of course, implies that a church at Kilve already existed at that 

date.  The chantry was called the Minister et sodales Societatis de Kilve (Collinson, ibid.), 

meaning ‘the minster (or monastery) and members of the society of Kilve’.  A minster church 

was a ‘mother church’, often an ancient foundation, with dependent chapels.  The ‘sodales 

Societatis’ refers to a college of secular priests.  This college had, apparently, ceased to exist 
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by 1411 and by 1433 St. Mary’s had become a parish church.  The college was then 

converted into a farmhouse which, from the 19
th

 century, was known as ‘the old mansion’ or 

Kilve Farm, although more recently it has been known as Kilve Priory (PRN 34540).  After 

the dissolution of the chantry, the lands belonging to the chantry were presumably included 

into the parish glebe lands (Dunning,ibid.).   

 There is still uncertainty about which parts of Kilve Farm were used as the manor 

house and which belonged to the Chantry.  Buildings included ‘a refectory
4
, dormitory, 

stillroom
5
, granary and other monastic appearances’ (Cal. Pat Rolls, 1329, 414).  The ruins of 

the Chantry are multi-period, the eastern cross wing dating from the late-thirteenth century.  

A well-preserved solar
6
 and a chapel occupy the upper floor of this wing (HER 34540).  It is 

uncertain whether this solar and chapel represent the addition of private accommodation to 

the de Furneaux manor house or was built to accommodate the college of chantry priests 

(ibid.).  The impressive and complex form of the building indicates it was built by a man of 

considerable wealth and status (ibid.), suggesting the building known as ‘The Chantry’ was 

actually a grand manor house, although, no other residence for the priests has ever been 

suggested. 

 

Photograph 2.  Priory Cottage and Chantry Cottage from the back garden (northwest of the 

building) with some of the ruins of the Chantry to the left. 

                                                           
4
 Communal dining hall, usually in a monastery. 

5
 Referring to the distilling which took place, in preparation of medicine and household cleaning products rather 

than alcoholic sprits for drinking. 

6
 Private sitting room in aristocratic properties –either lay or ecclesiastic - on an upper floor where 

considerations of security do not interfere with the installation of large windows, hence a well-lit airy room, 

often with a view of a park. 



St. Mary the Virgin, Kilve 

KStM13 

8 

3.4 The Church of St Mary the Virgin  

 (HER 30560; HER 30562; HER 33279);   Listed Grade II* number 265170 

 The form of the church, a simple two-celled building with no aisles, and the fact that it 

lies within the manorial enclosure may indicate an early origin. The latter suggests that the 

church may have been founded by the manorial lord, possibly as early as the 10th or 11th 

century (HER 33279).  The font is probably C12 (Dunning 101-2).  A reference to 

Mynterculue (probably minster church) in 1436 could suggest an earlier foundation but 

probably recalls the college of five chantry priests licenced in 1329 (Dunning, ibid.). 

 The parish church of St. Mary the Virgin dates to at least 1265 x 1273 when a rector 

was named to the church  The chantry priests presented a rector in 1335 but the patronage 

was in the hands of the lord of the manor by 1411 (Dunning, ibid.). 

 Disputes over the benefice were said in1433 to have led to the neglect of the parish; in 

1554 the church was reported to be lacking in books and ornaments due to bad debts.  The 

rector was reported in 1577 for non residence (Dunning, ibid.).  All these bad reports fell 

during ownership by the Rogers family (see 3.2 above). 

 The tower may have been added as late as 1636 when the wardens were ordered to 

‘build up some new room … adjoining the west end of the church (Dunning, ibid.).  Pevsner 

believes, however, that the tower might be partly C13 century (HER 33279).  Until 1636 the 

bells were housed in a separate thatched structure (EH listing record number 265170). 

 There have been many alterations to the fabric of the parish church and extensive 

restoration works were carried out in 1861 and 1913 (HER 30562; HER 33279). 

 There is a small vestry adjoining the north side of the chancel which was added in 

1876 and dedicated to the memory of William Greswell, a former rector of Kilve. The vestry 

is accessed from the chancel through a large two-centred arch dating from the 14th century. 

This almost certainly led through to the chantry chapel in which the chantry priests could say 

mass to their benefactor. This arch can be seen to form one of two bays , the second arch of 

which has been foreshortened, indicating the chancel and chapel were once longer. (HER 

33279; Dunning 101-2). 
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Figure 4.  A plan of the church based on the drawing of Colin Metters with additions by the 

authors.  Drawing supplied by Bob Chambers.  Standing pre-modern walls are shown in dark 

grey, with suggested former walls shown in light grey with dashed outlines. 
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4.0 Archaeological Background 

 Extracts from the English Heritage Listing records and the  

 Somerset County Council Historic Environment Records (HER) 

4.1. The Chantry 

Remains of 14th century chantry at Kilve    

  English Heritage Listing record 1002960 

  HER 30560 

List Entry Number: 1002960 

A chantry at Kilve was founded in 1329 by Sir Simon Furneaux for five priests to 

pray for his soul "in Kylve Church". The licence includes "a house and garden" to 

support the endowment.  

Caswell thought the "contraria" was dissolved towards the end of the 14th cent., and 

with Collinson, associates the foundation with the buildings described as "chantry" by 

the O.S. They "include a refectory, dormitory, stillroom, granary and other monastic 

appearances" and were used as a farmhouse until c. 1850, when they were destroyed 

by fire. Close by the ruins are fish stews. (2-4) The ruined buildings, of considerable 

extent and in a fair state of presentation, are at ST 1464 4402. See AO/65/46/8 and GP 

AO/65/49/8  

One dry fish-pond survives, 2.0m. deep, at ST 1461 4405 Surveyed at 1/2500. (5)  

 

The ruins of the chantry are generally intact although they are becoming rapidly 

overgrown. The fishpond has been almost completely infilled. (6) 

 

ST 14 SW KILVE CP SEA LANE (West side) 5/123 Remains of Chantry, abutting 

East side of Chantry Cottage GV II*  

 

Remains of collegiate dwelling of chantry priests, now ruin. Early C14, later medieval 

addition, gutted by fire mid C19.  

Blue lias random rubble. Plan: gabled block lying North South abutting Priory and 

Chantry Cottage (qv) is solar wing to the latter hall, contemporary chapel wing, 

gabled in South East corner with larger later medieval gabled addition in North East 

corner. Large stepped angle buttresses to wings, North East wing with chamfered 

plinth and altered square headed window on East front and square headed opening in 

gable end. The building is otherwise completely obscured by ivy and undergrowth at 

time of survey (August 1983). The college of chantry priests was founded under 

license 1329 and dissolved late C14.  

Scheduled Ancient Monument (Somerset County No 480) (There are many early C19 

watercolours of the building before the fire in the Local History Library Taunton; 

photograph in NMR; VCH Somerset, Vol 5 forthcoming). (7)  

 

Additional Bibliography (8)  
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The buildings and surrounding landscape at Kilve were the subject of a large scale 

survey as part of the EH survey of the Quantock Hills AONB. The site was recorded 

at a scale of 1: 1000 and the results are discussed in the site report (9, 10). 

 

SOURCE TEXT  

( 1) Ordnance Survey Map OS 6" 1904  

( 2) Cal. Pat Rolls, 1329, 414. 

( 3) Land of Quantock, 1903, 157-160, illus (Rev. W.H.P. Cresell) [? Greswell] 

( 4) Hist. of Somerset, 3, 1791, 533. (J. Collinson) 

( 5a) Braikenridge, Collinson 3, 532, 1845  

( 5) Field Investigators Comments F1 JP 21-APR-65  

( 6) Field Investigators Comments F2 MJF 27-JAN-75  

( 7) List of Buildings of Special Architectural or Historic Interest, DOE (HHR) 

Dist. of West Somerset, Somerset, Nov 1984, 63  

( 8) Dom Archit Eng pt 2 1859 342  

(9) Field Investigators Comments, Riley, H. EH Field Investigation  

(10) Jamieson, E 2002 An early medieval manor house and landscape at Kilve, 

Somerset. EH report  

 

Chantry Cottage/Priory Cottage (NAT). (1) English Heritage Listing record;  

       HER 30559 

 

5/124 Priory Cottage, Chantry Cottage and dairy, abutting South West corner of Priory 

Cottage (Chantry Cottage previously listed) 22.5.69 GV II*  

 

List entry number: 189952  last updated: 2002  ST 1463 4401 

College of chantry priests, now 2 dwellings, and attached dairy. C14, C16 altered and 

enlarged mid C19. Roughcast over blue lias rubble, steeply pitched slate roof, brick 

stack right gable end and centre. Plan: hall of chantry priests' dwelling, solar to right 

now the ruined building known as the Chantry (qv), gabled 2 storey porch perhaps 

added when hall ceiled, C19 service wing at rear, attached dairy in South west corner 

abutting porch. 2-storeys, 1:4 bays; gabled projecting 2 storey porch right, 2-light 

casement windows first floor, C19 cruciform many paned windows below, C19 

segmental leaded opening with keystone to porch, rectangular light over plank door, 

second bay right gabled trellis work porch, scalloped slate roof, decorative 

bargeboards, half glazed door. Attached dairy, gabled slate roof, roughcast over blue 

lias rubble, 2-storeys, 1 bay; loft door in gable end approached by external flight of 

stone steps, ground floor entrance to left plank door, pigeon loft opening, in gable 

end. Interior not viewed. This picturesque group with C19 detailing contains a 

medieval building of considerable historic interest. (VCH Somerset, Vol 5 

forthcoming). (2)  
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SOURCE TEXT  

( 1) Ordnance Survey Map OS 1:2500, 1976  

( 2) List of Buildings of Special Architectural or Historic Interest: DOE (HHR) 

District of West Somerset, Somerset, Nov 1984, 62-63  

(3) edited by R.W. Dunning 1985 A history of the county of Somerset: volume V 

The Victoria history of the counties of England Page(s)101  

 

HER 34540 

A chantry at Kilve was founded in 1329 by Sir Simon de Furneaux for five priests to 

pray for his soul "in Kylve church". The licence includes "a house and garden" to 

support the endorsement. The college ceased to exist probably in the late C14. It was 

the manor house of Kilve. A court, stable and bakehouse were recorded in 1242-3. 

The house was regarded as the capital messuage of the manor by 1441. From the mid 

C17 it was known as the "old mansion" or Kilve Farm. It evidently ceased to be 

farmhouse when its land was linked with Parkhouse Farm in the late C19 and has 

since been known as the Priory or Kilve Priory. Gutted by fire in 1850. By 1906 it 

was offered to holiday makers as apartments. In 1977 it was divided between Chantry 

and Priory cottages. The two cottages comprise the hall range of a substantial 

medieval house. The two-storyed eastern cross wing, largely ruined but dating from 

the late C13, is the former solar, having a contemporary first floor chapel against the 

E wall. Late medieval additions, post dating the college, project from the NE corner. 

{1}  

The buildings contained "a refectory, dormitory, stillroom, granary and other 

monastic appearances". {3}  

The ruins are multi-period and in places survive to a height of 11m. They include a 

chapel with a well preserved window. Two of the later structures on the N have been 

re-roofed with slate and they are used as storehouses. 

 

Ruins are very overgrown and ivy covered. Elder bushes within the buildings and 

brambles all about. Despite the vegetation at least five integrated structures can be 

recognised, three of which are buttressed at the corners and one, the largest, has its 

gable ends surviving to its original height. {8}  

Now in very poor condition with regrowth of ivy in many places and heaps of nettle 

covered rubble in the interior. The S gable wall is particularly poor which leans 

outwards. The occupiers of chantry cottage have dug a hole 'to see what was there' but 

have now been told of need for consent. {11}  

Fishponds (PRN 33280) and park (PRN 34541) nearby. The ruins (PRN 30560) and 

the cottages (PRN 30559) are listed seperatly. {12}  

The chantry is constructed of sort slatey sandstone and is suffering severely from its 

exposed condition. Much of the ivy has been killed but some survives. The main area 

of concern is the S wall which appears to continue to lean outwards. Without a very 

large amount of consolodation the building will become more unsafe and should be 

fenced off. If money becomes availible then recording the structure should be the next 

priority. {13}  
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There are at least three major phases in the medieval development of the building. It 

appears that the main part of the Priory Cottage and Chantry Cottage formed the hall 

range of the medieval building. Conclusive evidence of this can be seen in the attic 

where the scar of the original hall roof and the remains of a coped treatment can be 

viewed on the south west gable. This scar lies centrally within the wall, indicating that 

the existing building follows much the same ground plan as the medieval building, 

and the coping suggesting the south-west wall formed the terminus of the range. The 

roof was raised in a single phase at which time the present 19th century roof was 

constructed presumably after the fire. The hall originally had low eaves compatible 

with an aisled structure.  

 

One of the most significant aspects of the building is its distinctive plan form. The 

solar annexes and a chapel that represent specialised building ranges and are arranged 

in a way that expands upon the more standard hall and cross-wing plan. Unlike other 

similar plan forms the evidence at Kilve represents a planned solar complex rather 

than later additions, with three annexes at least two of which (excluding the chapel) 

are contemporary with the solar. This can be interpreted as evidence of 

aggrandisement of the de Furneaux's private accommodation or less likely the 

expansion of the manor house to form suitable accommodation for the college of 

priests associated with the chantry foundation. Dating evidence for this wing relies on 

the style and form of architectural detailing, the primary diagnostic feature is the tall 

solar window in in the south-east gable. The remains indicate it was bulky in 

character, resembling plate tracery and formed two light with cusped heads beneath a 

central quatrefoil. This form of window was used over a long period of time and can 

be seen in buildings of the 13th and 14th centuries. 

 

It seems unlikely that the solar wing was built to house the priests at the chantry 

college. The impressive and complex form of the building indicates it was built by a 

man of considerable wealth and status, making it probable that the house remained the 

main residence of the de Furneaux family throughout the 14th century. Earthwork 

evidence of a manorial enclosure surrounding the site and a deer park associated with 

it, combined with the close proximity of the parish church (PRN 33279) adds strength 

to the interpretation that the remains represent a medieval manor house. 

 

The chapel wing is possibly a later addition. One possible indicator of this is on the 

south-east elevation where the scar of a buttress that has been removed can be clearly 

seen. The second indicator is a is a slight change in alignment between the south-east 

wall of the solar and the corresponding wall of the chapel. Contrasting stonework 

between the solar wing and the chapel adds weight to the argument. 

 

The medieval manor house is bounded to the west by a substantial water-filled ditch 

and hedge topped bank. It is uncertain if this boundary was always water filled, but its 

form suggests it may represent the remains of a medieval enclosure, possibly defining 

the curia of the manor. There is no conclusive evidence to indicate its eastern extent. 

The enclosure would appear to be c 240m long from north-west to south-east and c 

175m wide, covering an area of approximately 3.8ha. {14}  

Research to date has not determined, with any degree of certainty, the location of the 

chantry priests' residence, despite the established belief that 'Chantry Cottage', 'Priory 



St. Mary the Virgin, Kilve 

KStM13 

14 

Cottage' and the 'remains pf chantry' originally formed some aspect of the Kilve 

Chantry. The Victoria History of the Counties of England statement that the manor 

house became the residence of the college of chantry priests is noted as being based 

on the licence of 1329 in the Calendar of Patent Roll. However the relevant entry in 

the Rolls refers to 'a messuage', rather than the capital messuage, and does not 

necessarily support the presumption that the college of priests came to occupy the 

manor house. This appears to be borne out by the fact that, in the mid-15th century, 

the house retained the status of capital messuage of the manor. 

 

The buildings medieval ranges are built of local blue lias rubble, with limited use of 

Ham-stone detailing. Much of the building is ruined, but where it remains roofed, the 

covering is of Welsh slate. However, 1840s illustrations depict the building thatched 

throughout, which probably matches the original treatment of the roofs.  

 

The building comprises a hall range (now forming the main block of 'Chantry' and 

'Priory Cottages'), a large (ruined) solar wing at ninety degrees across its east end and 

three further wings positioned against the solar's east wall and northern corner. These 

wings comprise the chapel, east wing and north wing. The chapel and east wing 

survive in a ruined condition. There is a porch, fronting the entrance to the hall range, 

the ground floor of which may be medieval. An in-line range, of likely medieval date, 

formerly stood at the western end of the hall, although this no longer survives. 

Finally, a wing to the rear - the west wing - is positioned across the junction between 

the hall range and the site of the in-line range. The west wing does not display any 

medieval fabric, although its rendered finish may conceal evidence of such. {15}  
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4.2 The Church of St, Mary the Virgin, Sea Lane, Kilve 

    English Heritage Listed Building Number: 265170 II* 

    ST 1466 4394 (ST 14 SW) 

HER 30562 

Parish church. C14, rest C15, though tower might be 1636, vestry 1876, church 

restored 1913. Blue lias random rubble, slate roofs, coped verges. Tall C19 stack to 

left of porch (blocked internally). 2 bay nave, one bay gabled projection South East 

corner, chancel, vestry, South porch, West tower. Short 2 stage crenellated tower, 

diagonal stepped buttresses rising to string course, lancet window South front, 

squared louvred bell opening, eroded 2-light hollow chamfered mullioned West 

window, remains of square hood mould, inset plaque above '16-- WS AS'; stair turret 

North East corner. South front small 2-light cinqufoil headed mullioned window, 

renewed C19, set just below eaves to left of gabled porch, chamfered arched opening, 

chamfered 4- centred arch doorway, C19 door; to right 2-light mullioned window 

under hood mould abutting gabled projection with arched 2-light window, string 

course below; chancel 2-light cinquefoil ogee leaded mullioned window to left of 

ogee leaded priests door, 3-light East window, East door to vestry, North front C19 4-

light chamfered mullioned window, two 2-light cinquefoil headed mullioned windows 

under hood mantels with reset medieval carved faces as terminal bosses. Interior: 

rendered, C15 ribbed and plastered barrel vault to chancel, nave roof partially 

renewed C19 with original wall plate and bosses, C14 chancel arch, steeply 

chamfered arch with inset chamfered arch between chancel and vestry, latter added in 

memory of William Greswell on site of earlier building formerly linked to chancel by 

arcade. Tower arch early C20. Pulpit lit by gabled projection blocked below with ogee 

headed blocked niche on East side in rear arch of adjoining window. Remains of one 

bay of screen in tower; alter rails early C18 baluster type; C12 font, cable moulded 

base; Royal Coat of Arms 1660, restored; fine slate memorial stone to John Cunditt, 

died 1690 set in marble aediante on South wall; wooden wall tablet to Cunditt sisters 

Dorothy and Elizabeth, died 1723 and 1739. Chancel originally longer, containing 

choir for chantry priests who lived to the North in the buildings now known as Priory 

Cottage, Chantry Cottage and The Chantry (qv). Until 1636 the bells were housed in a 

separate thatched structure, but it seems unlikely that all the tower is as late as this 

would suggest. (Photograph in NMR; VCH Somerset, Vol 5 forthcoming).. {1}  

English Heritage Listed Building Number: 265170. First Listed on 22/05/1969. 

English Heritage Unified Designation System Asset Number: 1345709 {2}  
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HER 33279 

The short W tower of St Mary's is perhaps partly C13. The church was much restored 

in 1861 but some parts seem to have been reused. {1}  

In normal use. {2}  

A rector at Kilve was named between 1265 and 1273. The vestry of the church 

occupies the site of an earlier building formerly linked to the chancel by an arcade, 

now only of 1.5 bays, but suggesting that the chancel itself may have been longer. The 

font is probably C12. {3}  

Graveyard in use since Medieval times. {4}  

The church lies within the medieval curia, c 50m to the south of the manor house 

(PRN 34540). The form of the church, a simple two-celled building with no aisles, 

and the fact that it lies within the manorial enclosure may indicate an early origin. The 

latter suggests that the church may have been founded by the manorial lord, possibly 

as early as the 10th or 11th century. 

 

The existing building is constructed of local blue lias random rubble with a slate roof 

and was originally rendered with lime mortar. The render was stripped-off in the early 

20th century, almost certainly as part of the 1913 restoration work, but has recently 

been reinstated on the church tower. The main body of the church is c 24m east-west 

and 6m north-south, with an entrance porch on the south side. The ribbed and 

plastered barrel vaulted roof of the chancel dates from the 15th century; the nave roof 

is similar in date but was partially restored in the 19th century and the plaster 

removed. There is a small vestry adjoining the north side of the chancel which was 

added in 1876 and dedicated to the memory of William Greswell, a former rector of 

Kilve. The vestry is accessed from the chancel through a large two-centred arch 

dating from the 14th century. This almost certainly led through to the chantry chapel 

in which the chantry priests could say mass to their benefactor. This arch is very 

different in character from the chancel arch, which also can be dated to the 14th 

century, and its heavy, simple style would suggest that it was probably one of the first 

building projects associated with the founding of the Chantry. This arch can be seen 

to form one of two bays , the second arch of which has been foreshortened, indicating 

the chancel and chapel were once longer. A single-bay gabled projection with an 

arched two-light window is located at the east end of the south wall of the nave. This 

projection abutts a two-light mullioned window and is partially blocked internally 

with an ogee-headed blocked niche visible on the east side of the adjoining window; 

the projection almost certainly provided access and light to a rood loft. Until 1636 the 

church bells were housed in a separate thatched building. {5}  
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A framed and glazed roll of honour records the names of 34 members of the parish 

who served in WWI and 4 who died in the conflict. A brass plaque commemorates 

Leslie Sweet-Escott who was killed in 1915 in WWI. {6}  
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4.3 Kilve Pill harbour 

 HER 33281   ST 144 444 (ST 14 SW) 

Small harbour on the coast, now abandoned. {1} Shown as being water filled on OS 

25" maps with stone wharves remaining. {2} Shown as "pond" on tithe map. {4} Was 

in existence by 1558 when Kilve Pill, a "creek for small boats" was condemned as 

dangerous by the port commissioners. {5}  

Oil retort building (PRN 30558) and limekiln (PRN 33282) at S end. {6}  
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4.4 Archaeological investigations 

 There are records for three previous archaeological projects at the church:   

In 2000, excavations by Alan Graham to lower the ground level to the west of the church 

tower revealed that the material banked up against the masonry derived from the 

repair of the church tower during the 1920s. (PSANHS vol.245, 2002, p245). 

In 2002, Mr. E. J. Jamieson of English Heritage undertook a large-scale, topographical survey 

of the main archaeological features at Kilve including a partial survey of the ruined 

Chantry Chapel.  A linear earthwork was also recorded within the field to the east of 

the parish church during this survey (Somerset Historic Environment Record PRN 

16349).  A further linear earthwork, possibly the remains of a ‘hollow-way’ leading to 

the stream crossing, was also recorded within the field to the east of the parish church 

during the 2002 survey (PRN 16352).  

In 2004 an archaeological watching brief was carried out by Mr. J. L. Brigers when a 

foundation trench was cut for a support for the SE wall of the Chantry:  A substantial, 

N-S oriented ditch containing 12
th

 and 13
th

 century pottery sherds was recorded and 

the ditch alignment suggested that it pre-dated the construction of the Chantry (PRN 

17202).  

In 2006 HER 14643 

Excavations for the provision of new drains were monitored between January and 

April 2006. The depth of the excavations was 43cm. No features were noted within 

the exposed lower course of the church walls. No features were visible within the 

trench. The section revealed comprised up to 10cm of topsoil overlying soft, 

grey/brown loamy soils with frequent fragmentary slate, brick and much decayed 

render. Finds were recovered from a second trench including fragments of glazed 

medieval roof tile, floor tile, other roof tile, lead and post-medieval clay pipe 

fragments. A small quantity of disarticulated and fragmentary human bone was also 

recovered. {1}  

References: 
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5.0 Folklore 

5.1 Nick Dawe of Chantry Cottage has compiled a short guide for the interest of those 

who enjoy refreshments at his tea garden (Photograph 2).  The guide declares: ‘Smuggling 

was common in this area and the Chantry was, apparently, used as a hiding place for French 

brandy.  It has been said that this use aggravated the damage caused by a fire within the 

Chantry which destroyed the building although it was supposed that had the prevailing wind 

been from the north, rather than the west, the whole church would have been destroyed.’  Mr. 

Dawe took much of his information from Greswell. 

 

5.2 Newspaper cutting dated the 15
th

 December 1908 

 

Photograph 3 North side of the chancel in 1908 showing the blocked up arcade and blocked 

south doorway. Looking south. (photograph provided by churchwarden Mr. Roger Cuff). 

 A newspaper clipping held by churchwarden Mr. Roger Cuff includes a photograph 

showing the exterior face of the north wall of the chancel at that time.  In this photograph 

there is a blocked door immediately east of the buttress standing at the junction of the north 

walls of the nave and chancel.  A note from Mr. John Lock accompanying this cutting states 

“I remember my grandmother Lock telling me about her husband George being present when 

the above work was being carried out and the doorway mentioned above [and shown on the 
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photograph] led to a tunnel which ended at the old chantry and that this arched doorway was 

behind what are now the choir stalls – the left hand side of the altar. “ 

 

5.3 Arthur Williams, the churchwarden, related a local story that there is an old tunnel 

linking the church with the Rectory. 

 

6.0 The Archaeological Watching Brief 

 An archaeological watching brief took place on the three separate occasions when 

remedial work was carried out; on the 14
th

 February, the 23
rd

 April and the 8
th

 May 2014.  

 

6.1 Six boreholes were cut by Mr. Colin Burgess of the RAW Group in order to 

determine the degree of contamination in and around the church in order to determine the 

location of the spilled heating oil (see Figure 4). 

 

Borehole A - was cut outside the church, immediately outside the ‘priest’s door’ in the south 

wall of the chancel..   

depth description 

  topsoil 

   gravelly grave earth    

1.2m  disturbed, stiff, khaki clay with blue mottles 

 

Borehole B A small section of the 4cm thick parquet flooring of the chancel was removed 

after which a borehole  was drilled through the floor in the SW corner of the chancel.  Below 

the chancel floor the 4 inch diameter (ca.10cm) drill cut through four inch (ca.10cms) thick 

brick revealing a deep void:  The strong smell of petroleum or gasoline oil was immediately 

increased.  A dip-stick was then inserted through the hole and this indicated that the void was 

about 2m deep and was filled with spilt oil (mixed with water) to the approximate level of 

30cms (ca.12 inches) deep.   
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Borehole C Located in the northeast corner of the nave, this borehole was stopped by hard 

pink stone some 35cm below the base of the concrete screed below the parquet floor.  During 

the drilling of this borehole, the vibrations could be strongly felt in a clearly defined zone 

parallel to the north aisle of the nave.  This has been indicated with thin lines in Figure 4. 

Borehole D Situated immediately inside of the priest’s door to determine the width of the 

void below the chancel floor, this borehole descended some 55cm through mixed grave earth 

with plentiful mortar flecks. 

Borehole E Was located inside the boiler house to the north of the chancel.  There they 

bored through 15cm of concrete above 10cm of sub base for concrete above grave earth with 

many fragments of mortar and sharp gravel to a depth of c.50cm. 

Borehole E was sunk outside the church, at the junction of the west wall of the vestry and 

the north wall of the nave, using a hand auger.  Below stone was a deposit of reddish mortar 

to a depth of 56cms which lay above disturbed grave earth.  An obstruction was reported at a 

depth of approximately one metre although we were informed that grave diggers never hits 

bedrock within this area. 
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6.2 The vault 

 On the 24
th

 of April a slightly larger hole was drilled in the location of borehole B to 

allow a camera attached to a thin pole to be inserted through the hole in order to inspect the 

void below.  These photographs (courtesy of Colin Burgess of RAW Group) remain almost 

our only evidence for the presence of four lead coffins lying within a vaulted chamber.  

 

Photograph 4 The east wall of the vault 

supports the barrel vault roof with the 4 lead 

coffins 

 

Photograph 6 The northern wall of the 

vault with a brick pier.  The base of the 

blocking of the west doorway might include 

steps, one of which is visible abutting the 

pier. 

 

Photograph 5 Brick piers support the 

cancel arch floor where a doorway has been 

blocked with roughly coursed local stone. 

 

Photograph 7 Construction detail: A brick 

vault rests upon stone walls; all appear to be 

bonded with the same mortar.  Eastern wall 

of vault, south arch. 

 

 The vault is over 2.0m deep with walls of mortared, neatly coursed, Lias stones.  The 

floor appears to be of beaten earth but this is not certain.  The barrel vault ceiling is 

constructed of brick.  Bonding is a buff mortar; it was impossible to obtain a sample for better 

definition.  It was impossible to photograph the north wall of the vault because of the close 

proximity of the camera. 
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 The dipstick confirmed the depth of oil within the vault. It was estimated that the 

vault extended least 4.5m (east-west) x c2.5m (north-south) and with a depth of 

approximately 0.45m. it was determined that approximately 506 litres of oil had spilt.  The 

boreholes suggested that almost all of the leaked oil appeared to be contained within the 

vault. 

 The approximate outline of the vault and the position of the blocked doorway and 

brick piers are indicated on Figure 4.   

 

6.3 Remediation Works 

 The initial aim of the remediation works was to recover as much of the spilt oil as 

possible.  This was done by pumping fresh water into the vault and then siphoning off the oil 

on the water’s surface (because oil floats on water).  This treatment took place over three 

days.  Surfactant detergent was also added to release the oil sticking to the stone-work and to 

other structural elements.   

 Oily water flushed through the churchyard wall to the south of the church was also 

collected and removed and weep-holes within that wall were blocked to avoid contaminating 

the road and ground beyond the churchyard.  The churchyard enclosure wall is not old, 

having been re-built during the 1970s (Roger Cuff, pers. comm.). 

 On the 8
th

 of May, whilst awaiting confirmation that no further archaeological 

monitoring work was required, the authors made a quick sketch plan of some earthworks 

within the graveyard on the south side of the chancel.   
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Figure 5. Earthworks in the 

churchyard south of the church 

link an isolated masonry 

feature with a rectangular 

depression.  Other earthworks 

and a linear parchmark appear 

to indicate masonry below the 

turf. 

 

 

Photograph 8.  Masonry in the churchyard. 

 

Photograph 9.  Earthwork forming a 

rectangle (The masonry is on the left of the 

photograph.) 
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7.0 The structure of the church (Figure 4) 

7.1 Attempts to understand the implications of the oil leak focus attention on the chancel 

and the structures north of the chancel.  It has often been noted that the modern vestry was 

built on the site of an earlier structure (HER 33279; HER 30562).  Photograph 3 shows the 

north wall of the chancel before the vestry was constructed (probably not long before the 

1908 newspaper article, unless the photograph was taken in 1876 as stated above).  Now that 

the vestry has been constructed, this photograph is the best view of the truncated arcade and 

small doorway piercing the north chancel wall, which appear to be one structure dating to the 

C13th/ early 14
th

 century (Jerry Samson, pers. comm).  These openings, along with a stump 

of the eastern wall, are the only surviving elements of a structure approximated in Figure 4, 

based upon a low ridge in the churchyard recorded during this watching brief.  This structure 

is most likely to have been the chantry chapel erected by Simon de Furneaux as part of his 

establishment founded in 1329. 

 

7.2 The arcade may be easily explained as allowing the chantry chapel full integration 

into the rest of the church and is a common arrangement.  The small doorway to the west is 

less easily explained, however: If the chapel is fully integrated into the church, why pierce 

the cancel wall with an addition opening?  

 Subsequent to the building of the vestry, the small nook outside of this doorway, 

formed by the relic masonry from the earlier structure and the wall of the new vestry, was 

enclosed to house the boiler for the church heating system.  The boiler stands in front of the 

doorway (Photographs 3 and 10).  Directly opposite this doorway is another doorway visible 

from the chancel (Photograph 11).  The form of this doorway is consistent with the C13th/ 

C14th date of the arcade and external doorway.  Removal of the choir pew from this wall 

exposed the blocking of this inner doorway which consisted of a rough uncoursed unworked 

stone with some brick.  This blocking is in stark contrast to the careful well-laid masonry 

blocking the external door and the door in the vault (Photographs 5 and 6).  The parquet 

flooring obscured the view of the base of this door and its floor level. 

 The results from the investigative boreholes suggest that virtually all of the leaked 

heating oil passed through these two doors, via a passage through the chancel wall between 

them, and directly into the vault. 
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Photograph 10. The heating boiler next to 

the blocked doorway in the north chancel 

wall. 

 

 

Photograph 11. Blocked-up C13-C14 door 

in the NW corner of the chancel. Borehole B 

in the floor - bottom right by sheets. 

7.3 The projection 

 There is a projection from the south wall at the east end of the nave which, internally, 

takes the form of a small alcove containing a window (W2) and a high window (W3), all 

under its own roof. 

 

Photograph 12. The projection in the 

south wall of the nave showing the C14th 

doorway (ogee arch) on the left of the 

alcove. 
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The projection would be more clearly viewed from the outside if it were not for an 

ornamental tree planted nearby.  

 

Photograph 13.  Exterior view of the 

projection from the west. 

 

Photograph 14.  External view of the 

projection from the east, 

 

 

 

7.4 The east chancel wall 

 The east wall of the present chancel is slightly, but obviously, narrower than the north 

and south walls of the nave and of the south wall of the chancel, all of which were a part of 

the original, medieval structure.  This, along with the surviving ½ bay of the chancel arcade, 

is an indication that the present east wall of the chancel (as with the early-20
th

 century vestry) 

is of a different building phase to the walls of the nave and the south wall of the chancel as 

indicated on the plan of the church (Figure 4 ).  On this plan, we have postulated a larger 

eastern end of the church, incorporating a slight earthwork that we traced on the ground 

immediately north of the vestry. 

 This layout provides an explanation for the narrower eastern wall of the chancel. 
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8.0 DISCUSSION 

 

8.1 Kilve is first recorded in Domesday as a modest 2 ½ hide estate with a small 

population and a mill (see 3.1).  The relationship between the manor house and the church set 

within an apparent enclosure has led some investigators to postulate a tenth or eleventh 

century foundation as a manorial church (Figure 3; HER 33279). 

There are other indications of an earlier foundation: 

a.  Dunning considered that the name Minister et sodales Societatis de Kilve, echoed in the 

term Mynterculue in 1436, could suggest an early, unrecorded, college of secular priests, 

although he felt it probably applied to the Chantry established in 1329 (see 3.4).  

b.  The foundation grant for the Chantry, recorded by Collinson, include properties lying 

outside the parish plus the churches of Kilve and Stringston (see 3.5).  At the time of the 

foundation of the Chantry, Simon de Furneaux was lord of the manor of Stringston, so he 

would have had the authority to grant the church to Kilve.  The church at Stringston is not 

mentioned in medieval taxations such as that of Pope Nicholas since it was always considered 

to be a daughter church to Kilve (Collinson, i. 266).  The written sources are, therefore, 

unclear about the origin of the minister at Kilve; either of Dunning’s options being possible. 

c.  The Chantry is recorded in 1329 as having a range of buildings including ‘a refectory, 

dormitory, stillroom, granary and other monastic appearances’ (Cal. Pat Rolls, 1329, 414).  

There appears to exist such a substantial range of buildings in the year of foundation by 

Furneaux that it is tempting to consider that a college of secular cannons had already been 

established by that time.  

d.  There is nothing unusual about the foundation of a chantry chapel by the lord of the 

manor.  What is unusual is a college of five chantry priests (see 3.5) attending to such a small 

family chantry where one priest would be sufficient.  This suggests that the minister and 

college of priests were already established. 

e.  Earthworks, including a short length of standing masonry, suggest that there were once 

buildings in the churchyard (see Figure 5).  This would be typical of a monastic church. 
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 The written sources provide tantalizing suggestions of an early ecclesiastical 

foundation without providing anything more than circumstantial evidence: any of the factors 

outlined above could be explained away.  Although, taken as a whole, the body of evidence 

for an early foundation might be slightly more credible, there is still nothing that could be 

described as positive evidence of even a Saxon manorial church.  There are, however, 

sufficient interesting features in Kilve to make an early foundation a working hypothesis that 

should be tested whenever and however the opportunity might arise in the future. 

 

8.2 The harbour at Kilve Pill, only ½ a mile from the church and manor, would have, in 

the past, been considered one of its greatest assets (see 4.3).  Much of the south Bristol 

Channel coast has been called ‘an iron-bound coast’ because the cliffs and frequent rocky 

outcrops make landing places few and far between.  Every small harbour, such as that at 

Kilve, would have been exploited from the earliest times.  It is probably this port which 

attracted the attention of the various lords of the manor from king (see 3.1) to the Sheriff of 

Somerset (see 3.2) and beyond.  Coupled with the ancient coastal road (see 2.1) Kilve might 

have even been regarded as of strategic importance, if only in the nineth century when King 

Alfred was constructing his coastal defences against Viking raids, when appropriation of 

ecclesiastic lands was common. (Pearce 1978, 100, 118; Dumville 1992) 

 Whether or not Kilve was included in Alfred’s defences, the folklore regarding 

smuggling at Kilve has some credibility. 

8.3 The vault recorded in this monitoring session was previously unknown.  

Unfortunately, the conditions for recording of this feature were minimal at best, so it is 

difficult to determine in what way it relates to the development of the church. 

 The folklore regarding the newspaper cutting (see 5.2) declares specifically that the 

small doorway in the north chancel wall leads to a tunnel connecting the church with the 

Chantry.  The flow of the leaked heating oil into the vault appeared to confirm this story, 

implying that the doorways date the vault to the thirteenth or fourteenth centuries.  What may 

be seen of the vault from the photographs does not sit easily with this interpretation, however 

(see 6.2).  Although it is built of two different materials – stone wall with brick vaulting – and 

it might be tempting to propose a two phase structure, the mortar all appears to be of a similar 

date (see Photograph 7).  The blocked door in the south wall of the chancel does not appear to 
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be descending a stairway into the vault, and its presence in the vault could not be investigated 

due to the difficulties of photography and the parquet flooring in the chancel.  The doorway 

photographed in the vault (Photographs 5 and 6) suggests an entrance in the nave via a floor 

slab with an iron lifting ring, which is not now visible.   

 On the basis of the available evidence, then, the vault is best viewed as a post-

medieval feature.  If this becomes the accepted interpretation, that leaves the small doorway 

in the north wall of the chancel without an explanation. 

 Stories of tunnels connecting major medieval buildings are among the most 

commonly collected local stories in Somerset.  Some of them are even true, however it is not 

necessary to believe any of them until they are proved.  A tunnel leading towards the Chantry 

is feasible because the church is set upon a small hill, requiring retaining walls around the 

churchyard over 2m high along Sea Lane and facing Chantry Cottage.   

8.4 If one were to seek a likely local landowner who might have had the ways and means 

to create the vault, the use of brick would eliminate the de Furneaux family in the thirteenth 

and fourteenth centuries.  The reported neglect of the church in the 15
th

 and 16
th

 centuries 

(see 3.4) might explain the demolition of the structure (presumably the de Furneaux chantry 

chapel) north of the chancel, the shortening of the chancel, and the demolition of the bell 

tower but equally eliminates those centuries as likely dates for the crypt. 

 The most likely candidates for the creation of the vault and, therefore, the identity of 

those still interred in the lead coffins, are the Sweeting family who acquired the manor in 

1769 (see 3.2) and who had the funds to build a new manor house, Kilve Court, in 1782. 
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