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An Archaeological Watching Brief at No.4 Vicars’ Close, Wells 

 

 

 

Photograph 1  Aerial Photograph of ca.1969.    Looking SW. 

   The back garden of Number 4 Vicars’ Close is arrowed. 
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Summary 

An archaeological watching brief undertaken during construction of a kitchen 

extension into the NW corner of the rear garden recorded pre-modern masonry.  

Beneath modern cement spreads and garden soils were several stone walls, mostly 

aligned roughly N-S with the street and extending beyond the N and S ends of the 

construction trench.  Some walls had been truncated by the post-medieval, W-E aligned, 

north boundary wall of the property which had been built over a well.   

Post-medieval and medieval finds and deposits associated with the exposed 

masonry were recovered and recorded. A few prehistoric flint flakes and Romano-British 

pottery sherds were also recovered from the disturbed natural clay. 

 

1.0 Introduction 

1.1 Number 4 Vicars’ Close is a Grade I Listed, mid to late-14
th

 century house with 

some later additions and modifications, standing within a street formed of a double 

terrace of 14
th

 century dwellings constructed by the cathedral for the Vicars’ Choral. 

 

1.2 A proposal to construct a kitchen extension on a raft foundation at the rear of the 

property prompted the late Mr. Peter Bird, the project architect for Caroe and Partners, on 

behalf of the Dean and Chapter and the Clerk of Works, Mr. Mike Haycraft, to 

recommend that an archaeological watching brief should take place during ground-works. 

 Due to Mr. Bird’s illness, the project was subsequently managed for Caroe and 

Partners by Mr. Henk Strik. 

 

1.3 Consultant Archaeologists C. and N. Hollinrake Ltd. were subsequently 

commissioned to undertake the watching brief which was carried out by Arthur 

Hollinrake, with assistance from either  Matthew Law or Charles Hollinrake, all of C. and 

N. Hollinrake Ltd., between 1
st
 and the 8

th
 February 2011. 

 

1.4 Although the houses in the street are Grade I Listed Historic Buildings, the 

gardens to the rear of the properties, where excavation and construction was to take place, 

are not protected as Scheduled Monuments. 

 

1.5 The grid reference for the property centres on: ST 5516 4598. 
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1
2.0 Topography and Geology 

 

2.1 The City of Wells lies in the lee of the southern flank of the Mendip plateau, 

about 7km WNW of Shepton Mallet, and 9km NE of Glastonbury. As well as the Mendip 

Hills rising immediately to the north, it is surrounded on all sides by higher, if rather 

more undulating terrain, so that it sits in what is effectively a topographical ‘bowl’. The 

powerful springs which give the town its name rise into pools immediately east of the 

cathedral church of St Andrew. The town plan is oriented roughly north-east/south-west, 

and the ground slopes gently down towards the south-west.  

 

2.2 Vicars’ Close is a double row of terraced houses either side of a cobbled street 

built during the 14th century and modified at different periods since then. 

 Vicars’ Close lies immediately north of the cathedral and is physically joined to 

the cathedral by an overhead walkway – the Chaingate. 

 The street is not aligned W-E, with the cathedral, but instead is aligned NNW-

SSE, following the earlier, Anglo-Saxon orientation shared by the surrounding streets and 

roads. 

 

2.3 The street slopes gently down from north to south.  At the north end, by the 

chapel, the height is ca.55m and at the south end St. Andrew Street stands at ca.49m 

above Ordnance Datum with the study site itself lying just above 50m aOD.  

 

 

                                                 
1
 Green, G. W. and, Welch, F. B. A.  
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   Figure 1 Wells, location of Vicars’ Close  (Ordnance Survey) 
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2.4 Geologically, Wells is surrounded by, and underlain by a large tract of Triassic 

Mercia Mudstone (formerly referred to as Keuper Marl), but the historic town itself, and 

the cathedral, sits on a cone or fan of alluvial gravel overlying the mudstone which is 

probably the result of an accumulation of material from the massive discharge of water 

flowing out of the springs immediately east of the cathedral [British Geological Survey, 

Sheet 280;  Wells, 1” to 1 mile, 1963; Green and Welch 1965, 118]; this gave rise to a 

stream which ran roughly south-west from the springs whose course was slightly altered 

in the middle ages. The whole of Vicars’ Close stands above reddish-brown sandy 

clay and mudstones of the Mercia Mudstone Group.
2
 

 

 

           Figure 2 Vicars’ Close and Location of Number 4 Vicars’ Close. 

    (Caroe and Partners map). 

                                                 
2 British Geological Survey, Solid and Drift edition, 1:50,000 series, Sheet 280  and  

  Green and Welch 1965, 118. 
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   Photograph 2 Number 4 Vicars’ Close from the road.  Looking NE. 

 

3.0 Archaeological Background 

3.1 The archaeological background is contained within the online, County Council 

HER – the Historic Environment Record (formerly the SMR). A further key source is the 

English Heritage sponsored Extensive Urban Survey which was carried out on behalf of 

English Heritage by Somerset County Council in 2003
3
 [Gathercole 2003]. At present, 

there is no Victoria County History volume covering Wells.  

 

The HER entries below are preceded by their personal reference number – prn -

and the texts are taken directly from the HER descriptions. 

                                                 
3
This key text by Clair Gathercole, with maps, is freely available online at 

http://www.somerset.gov.uk/somerset/cultureheritage/heritage/projects/eus/wells / 
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20510 Numbers 1 – 13 (consecutive) Vicars’ Close (east side).  Grid ref: ST 5514 4601.

 Terrace of 13 houses, originally 21. From c1360, for Bishop Ralph of 

Shrewsbury, the chimney shafts renewed in C15th probably for Bishop Bekynton, and 

various rear extensions of C16, C17 and C18; considerable refenestration and 

replacement of doors in C18 and early C19. Major restoration 1976 to 1983, recorded on 

a plaque on boundary wall near S end.  Rough squared local rubble, Doulting ashlar 

dressings and chimney shafts, slate to front roof slopes, pantiles generally to rear. 

PLAN: each house originally had a ground-floor hall approximately 6m x 4m , 

with projecting winder stair to rear leading to upper hall of the same size, both with 

fireplace in front wall. Each property had a rear door through a squint opening to a small 

enclosed yard, and possibly a latrine under the staircase. All subject to alterations from 

C15, when some houses knocked through and made into larger dwellings. Few plans 

remain unchanged, and there have been various combinations and additions. 

 

Figure 3 Ground Plan of  4, Vicars’ Close.  Original east (exterior) wall is arrowed 

and the 20
th

 century kitchen extension is also indicated.   

(Caroe and Partners plan, 1992).    

  The scale is approximate. 
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4.0 Historical Background 

4.1 Only a brief historical background concerning Vicars’ Close will be presented 

here.  The street was built for the Vicars’ Choral, deputies working for canons and taking 

the canons’ services in the cathedral when the canons were away.  The vicars had been 

billeted in the town from at least the 12
th

 century but too much scandal had forced Bishop 

Ralph of Shrewsbury to build the Vicars’ Close.
4
  It was almost complete by 1348, the 

period of the Black Death. It had houses for 44 vicars, a hall and kitchen at one end and a 

chapel at the other.  

 Until the walled front gardens were added by Bishop Bubwith in the early 15
th

 

century, the space between the two rows of houses was grassed, forming a quadrangle 

shared by all in the manner of a university or almshouse courtyard. 

The final step in removing the vicars from worldly temptations was the building 

of the Chaingate, covered stairs built over the road leading from the Vicars’ Hall to the 

Chapter House stairs constructed  by Bishop Beckington in 1460. This allowed vicars to 

travel from home to work without meeting any outsiders.   

From money left in Beckington’s will (about 1470) fireplaces and chimneys were 

added to every house and the chapel was rebuilt with a library over it. Many changes 

have taken place since, but the effect is still medieval.5 

 

Photograph 3     Vicars Close, East side, South end.  Looking SE.  

Number 4 is fronted by the black railings. The gateway to Number 5, in 

the foreground, still has an original (early-15
th

 century) stone arch. 

                                                 
4 Meek,  p47. 
5 Meek, op cit. 
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Figure 4 from Rodwell 2005
6
; his Fig.11.4, p122.   

The Left plan shows the Vicars’ Close in 1886 with modern house numbers added   

and   the Right plan is a reconstruction by Rodwell of the house layout and street plan in 

the later-14
th

 century.    

The water culverts or drains used to flush the latrines on both rows of houses are 

also indicated on the right plan as a dotted line. 

 

 

                                                 
6 Rodwell, 2005, in Hall and Stocker 2005, pp61-75. 
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5.0 Historic Maps for No.4 Vicars Close, Wells  

 The earliest map of Wells is the Symes map of 1735, of which a section is 

reproduced below.  The maps that follow are presented sequentially and will show 

changes to the rear of the properties and to the land east of the street, between Vicars’ 

Close and The Liberty.  Vicars’ Close is described as ‘Close Hall’. 

 

5.1 Figure 5 The Symes Map of 1735 
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5.1.1 Vicars’ Close is marked ‘Close Hall’, and stands north of the cathedral.   

On the map, the letter M refers to the Chaingate, the letter N refers to the  

Vicars’ Hall and the letter P to the Chapel.  

 The houses are shown without rear gardens and with two large fields or orchards 

lying between the houses of Vicars’ Close and The East Liberty, the road to the east. 

 Although Symes’ map is stylised, it has been shown to be a relatively accurate 

representation of the general layout of properties. 

 

5.2 Figure 6 1788 Parish map of St. Cuthberts, Wells by William White 

   Somerset Records Office reference: DD/FS C/668 

 

5.2.1      This rather rough map, produced ca.50 years after the Symes map, above, 

shows Vicars’ Close at the bottom right of the map.  Three large closes or paddocks are 

shown east of Vicars’ Close, rather than the two drawn on the Symes map.  There is no 

depiction of eastern gardens or of an eastern, property boundary wall. 
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5.3 Figure 7 early 1790s  

 

 

5.3.1 John Carter’s plan of the central and eastern parts of Wells Cathedral precinct 

drawn in the early 1790s.  Coloured.  from Rodwell 2001
7
 

 This plan, more-or-less contemporary with the White map, above, also shows 

three compartments or plots between Vicars’ Close and The Liberty. 

 An eastern boundary wall is marked running the full length of the properties. 

 A walled garden has been created behind number 4 and behind number 5, 

adjacent and to the north.  A garden is depicted within the garden walls behind number 4. 

5.4 1827 Bath and Wells Bishopric Estates, Manor of Wells 

  Somerset Records Office Reference: DD/CC 7/83 

                                                 
7 Rodwell, 2001,  Volume 2, Plate 1. 
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5.4.1 Figure 8 This sketch of an 1827 map shows three fields or plots between 

Vicars’ Close and the road, as above.  It also clearly shows an eastern boundary wall 

running the length of the properties on both sides of the street. 

 

 

5.5 1886 Map of Wells at a scale of 1:500 OS sheet 49/5.3         Figure 9 below 

 This [enlarged] extract from the large-scale 1
st
 edition of the Ordnance Survey 

shows Number 4 Vicars’ Close with a small structure in the NE corner of the walled 

garden and a series of three outbuildings along the south wall. 

 The garden is divided into compartments by paths. 

 A pump is shown adjacent to the south wall of the south wing of Number 5 

Vicars’ Close and Number 5 also has a pump adjacent to the north wall of its south wing. 

 A small tree stands in the centre of the garden. 

 

5.5.1 It should also be noted that Numbers 7, 8, 9 and 12 and 13 all appear to have 

surviving fragments of a continuous, eastern boundary wall. 

 The eastern boundary wall does not survive in Number 6 or in any of the houses 

to the south of Number 6. 

 The western end of the north boundary wall is the south side of a southern 

extension to Number 5. 
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     Figure 9 1886 Ordnance Survey, 1:500;  Sheet 41/5.3 

  The arrow points to Number 4. 
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     Figure 10  1930s  Ordnance Survey 2nd ed. revised 

     The back garden of number 4 is shown with a greenhouse in the NE 

corner and the existing extension to the house in the SW corner. 
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6.0 The Watching Brief – Introduction and Methods 

 

6.1 The watching brief commenced on Tuesday 1
st
 February 2011 and concluded on 

Tuesday 8th February 2011. All ground works were monitored by an archaeologist.  

 

 
Photograph 4  The back garden, looking NW, the workmen are standing in the  

   construction area. 

 

 
Photograph 5  The extension area prior to construction.  The white pole was for a 

  clothes line. Concrete pad [101] butting up to the kitchen wall.  

Looking NW. 
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6.2 The new kitchen extension required the ground level to be reduced by up to 1m 

within a rectangular area measuring between  ca.2.7m E-W to ca.3.8m E-W (at the SE 

corner) x up to 4.15m N-S (at the NW corner of the rear of the property).  

Vicars’ Close is not aligned directly N-S and the construction trench was aligned 

approximately NNW-SSE following the line of the rear wall of the house.  

The trench recording system, however, simplified this alignment to ‘site north’ for  

convenience  (with Vicars’ Close  assumed to be aligned N-S). 

 

6.3 The ground works were continually monitored. The overburden above the 

required formation or construction level was removed by workmen from F. J. Reeves Ltd. 

of Sparkford, who used spades and shovels.  The concrete pad was broken up with a 

jackhammer. 

Spoil was removed from the rear of the property through the corridor running 

through the house using wheelbarrows and then dumped onto a flat-bed van before being 

transported off site. The spoil was continually examined for finds and artefacts.   

Worked stone fragments were placed to one side for analysis and recording for 

which we had the guidance of Mr. Jerry Sampson of Caroe and Partners. 

 

6.4 All archaeological features and deposits were assigned Context Numbers which 

ran from [100] through to [126] and these were entered onto pro- forma record sheets.  

Plans were drawn at a scale of 1:20 and listed on a pro-forma graphics register.   

The watching brief was recorded in three phases:  

1st phase - Cleaning;  2nd phase - Excavated Features and 3rd phase-  Finished 

Excavation prior to construction.   

A plan of each of these phases was drawn at a scale of1:20.   

 Scaled black and white prints and digital photographs were taken throughout.  

Some archaeological features were necessarily truncated or removed to facilitate 

the required construction depths, and these works were all carried out with the assistance 

of an archaeologist to ensure full recording. The remaining archaeology was left in-situ 

and preserved beneath a layer of sand and plastic sheeting. No excavations were 

undertaken beneath the finished, formation level for the new extension.  
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6.5 Levels above Ordinance Datum were taken throughout. The Ordinance Survey 

benchmark used is located on the gate between the Wells Museum and the Cathedral 

School Library on the north side of Cathedral Green which has a value of 50.26m above 

mean Ordinance Datum (a.O.D).   

All levels have been listed on pro-forma level sheets 

 

6.6 Trench Dimensions for the three phases of the watching brief 

1
st
 Phase - Cleaning trench - Measurements = c.0.10m – 0.35m deep x c.2.55m E-

W x from c.2.30m N-S (E side) up to c.2.80m N-S (W side). 

2
nd

 Phase – Excavated Features – Measurements = c.0.12m - c.60cm deep x from 

c.2.55m E-W up to c.3.80m E-W (at the SE corner) x c.4.15m N-S. 

3
rd

 Phase – Finished Excavation = from c.0.40m (SW corner) up to c.1.05m deep  

(SE corner) x c.2.70m E-W x c.4.15m N-S.  

 
 

  Figure 11 The back garden of Number 4 Vicars’ Close  prior to the  

  construction of a kitchen extension and the watching brief. 
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7.0 The Archaeological Watching Brief  -  Results  

 First Phase – Cleaning 

 

7.1 The cement-rendered, exterior, east wall of the kitchen was abutted by a cement 

or concrete strip - context [101] -  and by four modern drains which were recorded, from 

N – S, as Drains 1 to 4, (recorded in detail at the end of the Context List).  Drains 2, 3 

and 4 carried waste water and fed into a man hole that formed the SW corner of the 

trench during the first phase of works. Drain 1 carried run-off from the roof into a land 

drain positioned at the SE corner of the trench.  

 

7.1.1 In the watching brief area, [101] was c.0.1m thick and was between c.1.1m and 

c.1.5m wide at the extreme south end of the trench, adjacent to the Lias flagstone path 

running W-E through the garden – context [114].  

 

7.2 The ceramic drain pipe from Drain 1 was covered by a cement cap and lay above 

a loamy, backfill deposit which was allocated context number [111]. Residual finds were 

present within the lower, loamy backfill; a C17-C18 pot sherd and a fragment of a fine, 

decorative, carved bone object; possibly medieval; these were recovered during removal 

of the drain during the second phase of works.  

The cut number for [111] was context [112].  

Cut [112] was aligned c.NW-SE and measured c.0.25m average depth x c.0.20m 

wide NW-SE x c.5m length exposed.  The digging of cut [112] for Drain 1 had severely 

truncated the archaeological horizon at the NW corner of the site to a depth of c.0.5m and 

through most of the archaeological features within the south and west portions of the 

construction trench.  

The ceramic drain pipe running from the manhole at the SW corner of the trench, 

fed by Drains 2, 3 and 4, was recorded as Drain 3. This pipe was aligned c.E-W and had 

also truncated much of the exposed archaeology at the south end of the trench. The pipe 

passed through the SE corner of the trench at a similar position as Drain 1 / [111].  

All of these drains and manholes were removed and replaced by plastic pipes 

between the 1
st
 and 2

nd
 phase of the watching brief. This provided the opportunity to 

expose and record all of the archaeological remains as the 2
nd

 phase of the watching brief. 



No. 4 Vicars’ Close, Wells  WVC 11 

Page 20 

7.3 Covering the eastern c.1.20m of the construction trench was garden soil [100]. 

This cultivated soil was .0.30m-c.0.40m deep and was retained by upright Lias slabs 

defining its south edge - see photograph 6. 

Soil [100] ran up to the eastern section of the northern boundary wall - context 

[105] - throughout most of its length as well as the eastern c.0.12m of the western part of 

the boundary wall - [103]. [103] was off-set c.0.10m to the south of [105]. 

Path [114] formed the south-eastern corner of the trench in the 1
st
 phase of the 

watching brief. 

 

7.4 Soil [100] was the first deposit to be removed after which the exposed 

archaeological deposits were cleaned and photographed with scales - photograph 6.  

A cleaning plan was begun whilst cement slab [101] was being removed in the 

western half of the construction trench. Beneath concrete strip [101] was a layer of mixed 

clay, loam and destruction rubble with an average thickness of c.0.15m – which was also 

recorded as [101].  

After [101] was removed, the east side of the trench was then also cleaned, scaled 

photographs were taken, the cleaning plan was finished and levelled and context numbers 

were assigned for the various archaeological features which were exposed – Figure 10. 

 

 

Photograph 6        Garden soil [100] removed and concrete pad [101] part removed. 

Looking NW. 
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Figure 12 Cleaning Plan after removal of garden soil [100] and concrete pad [101]. 
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7.6 In the centre of the trench was a block of ashlar stone that was removed.  This 

stood above a linear spread of stone and red clay running N-S and measuring ca. 1.3 m 

long and c.1.m wide.  This was allocated context number [107] at the south end and [110] 

at its north end were it had been disturbed. 

 

A line of rough, rubble stones ca.0.30m wide, running along the western edge of 

[107] was allocated the context number [102]. 

  

 Masonry was also exposed at the base of the south face of boundary wall [103]. 

This masonry was numbered  [106] and [119]. 

[102], [106] & [119] were fully exposed and recorded during the 2
nd

 phase of 

works (described in chapter 8). 

 Either side of linear spread [107] / [110] were two distinctly different deposits, 

[108] on the east and [113] on the west. 

 

7.7 On the east side of the trench was make-up deposit [108].  This was composed of 

garden soil mixed with clay and was firmer and greyer than the overlying garden soil - 

[100]. 

 [108] lay over a deposit of orange-red sandy clay make up - recorded as [116] in 

the 2nd phase of excavations. Similar types of finds were recovered from [108], [116] and 

[110];  particularly large fragments of  bottle glass and ceramic tile. 

 The west edge of [108] was linear, running due south from the off-set between 

boundary walls [103] and [105] and butting up to masonry [107].  

The north end of [108] abutted north boundary wall [105] and also lay over stones 

[118] by a c.1cm-5cm  (see chapter 8.4.1). 

 

7.8 A small, modern post hole – [109] - was recorded and removed in the south-west 

corner of the trench.  
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7.9 [107] was the upper, exposed layer of bedding clay for a masonry wall [115] / 

[125]. The bonding clay was compact, red-orange sandy clay, containing small fragments 

of local stone and frequent, small, white lime mortar lumps and flecks.  

The depth of [107] varied between c.2 and 8cms. The north end of [107] and 

approximately four courses of the underlying masonry were truncated by a pit - cut and 

fill [110].   

 

7.10 [110] was roughly square and measured c.0.35cm deep x c.1m E-W x c.1m N-S. 

The cut had a vertical western side against the east edge of wall [102] and an 

irregular c.45° slope on the south side through masonry [107/115/125]; some of which 

appeared to have been robbed out by [110]. 

The cut was then backfilled with a mixture of the remaining robbed-out stone 

mixed with loam & domestic rubbish after which mixed, loamy clay [108] appeared to 

have been deposited. 

Pit [110] was possibly associated with the construction or deposition of stones 

[106] and [118]. 

 

7.11 Deposit [113] covered the full length of the western side of the excavation trench, 

except where it had been truncated by Drains 1 to 4.  Deposit [113] was located between 

the present kitchen wall to the west & stones [102] to the east. 

[113] was a soft, mixed, very dark, red-brown silty clay and was c.0.30m thick. 

It contained moderate amounts of 18
th

 to 19
th

 century construction debris and domestic 

waste. One residual medieval pottery sherd was also recovered from [113].  

When [113] was removed it exposed the foundations of boundary wall [103], 

recorded as stones [119], which were laid upon the surface of [113]. Also exposed were 

stones [120], underlying the exterior kitchen wall and the west face of stones[102]. 

[113] sealed deposit [122] and stones [121].  
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8.0 The Second Phase - Excavated Features  

 

8.1 All of the ceramic drains (Drains 1-4) were removed and replaced with new 

plastic pipes during the second phase of the watching brief.  This provided the 

opportunity to expose and record all of the surviving pre-modern masonry within the 

trench.   

Two archaeological deposits were recorded in the second phase; make up layer 

[116] on the east side, and disturbed natural clay [122] on the west. 

 

8.2 Apparently butting up to the base of the south face of north boundary wall [103] / 

[105] was a line of large rubble stones aligned E-W. Three separate context numbers 

were allocated to this feature - [106], [118] and [119] – as they appeared to be separate 

entities. However, when the stones were removed for the foundation pad they proved to 

have been keyed into one-another. 

 Stones [119] appear to be the foundations for boundary wall [103]. 

Stones  [106] and [118] both refer to the same feature and appear to have been 

associated with the introduction of a standing, water pump that is depicted on the 1886 

Ordinance Survey map (Figure 7). 

 

8.3 Stones [119] consisted of up six, random courses of (mostly) red sandstone 

rubble, with occasional Dolomitic Conglomerate and rare 19
th

 century bricks.  This block 

of stones measured up to c.0.42cm high x up to c.0.45cm N-S (from the south face of 

[103]) x c.0.95cm E-W. 

Stones [119] were bonded with ashy grey lime mortar typical of the later-18
th

 or 

early-19
th

 century (sample taken) and a 19
th

 century pottery sherd was recovered from 

within [119] when it was removed during the final phase of the project . 

 [119] was not as deep as stones [106] / [118], and was not as well constructed. 

Stones [106] had been partly disturbed at the point where it joined with [119], possibly 

due to the removal of the water pump. 

 The SE corner of [119] tightly butted up to the truncated, north edge of stones 

[102] and up to [120] at the NW corner of the trench.  
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Figure 13 The Second Phase – Plan of Excavated Features. 
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8.4 Stones [106] / [118] occupied the north-east corner of the trench, abutting the 

south face of the base of boundary wall [103] / [105]. They measured c.0.45m high x 

c.0.40m N-S (from the south face of [103]) x c.1.30m E-W.  

 Two separate numbers were allocated because [106] was aligned parallel to the 

boundary wall and [118] curved turn towards the north-east. 

  [106] / [118] were randomly coursed; constructed using similar materials and 

mortar as [119], except for the presence of very hard, mid-grey, ashy lime mortar above 

and within [106] / [118] which was not present within [119] (sample taken). 

 see Photograph 7, below. 

 

 

Photograph 7 Base of boundary wall [103]. 

Stones [119] on the left,   [106] in the centre and  

Stones [118] on the right  

  Foreground - From left to right – stones [120],  mixed clays [113],  stones [102],  

cut [110],  stone wall [125] / [115], and mixed clays [116] (right 

edge).  Facing NNW. 
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8.4.1 When stones [106] / [118] were removed, a void within the masonry was exposed 

containing a lead pipe packed in a matrix of loose dark grey loam; the pipe had been cut 

off at its west end.  The lead pipe passed through a recess at the base of boundary wall 

[105]. 

 Stones [106] and [118] butted up to boundary walls [103] and [105] respectively. 

The stones did not appear to be keyed into the northern boundary wall, but there was not 

sufficient time to fully explore this aspect of their relationship. 

 Stone wall [115] / [125] and the mixed clay deposit [116] continued to the N 

below stones [106] / [118] and below the northern boundary wall.  

 

Photograph 8 Stones [106] / [118] part removed with lead pipe and recess at the 

base of wall [105].  Facing NNW.   20cm vertical scales. 

 

8.5 The stone wall running N-S through the centre of the trench was allocated the 

numbers [102] for the western face, [115] for the eastern face, [125] for the central rubble 

core and [107] for the upper course and [117] for the lowest exposed courses of red clay 

and lime bonding material. 

 The masonry was aligned in line with the houses of Vicars Close. The wall had 

been truncated at its northern extent by cut [110]. The (much reduced) wall continued to 

the north and south beyond the excavation area. 
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8.6 Wall [102] did not appear to continue beyond the ends of the trench with wall 

[115] / [125]. Only one or occasionally two courses of [102] had survived 19th century 

developments – by the base of the north boundary wall to the north – context [119] - and 

by Drain 3 at the south end of the trench. Its original extent, therefore, has not survived 

and is not known. 

 The dimensions of [102] within the trench were up to c.0.30m high x c.0.30m 

wide (E-W) x 2.16m N-S.  

[102] was constructed using red sandstone and occasional mudstone, rubble 

blocks; the west face of [102] was rough and uneven. The masonry was bonded with red 

clay containing occasional brown-white lime mortar. 

The removal of [102] confirmed that it was not keyed into [125]; rather it was 

tacked onto the west side of [125] with red clay.  This clay bond, used throughout [102], 

was similar to the bonding clay for [115] etc. (sample taken). 

 

8.7 Wall [115] / [125] appears to be the remnants of the medieval, eastern boundary 

wall for Vicars’ Close. The feature was allocated context numbers [107] / [115] / [117] 

and [125] (see Ch.8.5). Separate context numbers were allocated to ensure thorough 

recording. 

Between the first and second phases of the excavations, the removal of deposits 

mixed, loamy clays [108] and [113], the upper course of bedding clay [107] and Drains 1 

and 3 (which had severely truncated and obscured the south end of the feature) fully 

exposed the surviving masonry.  

The necessary removal of  3 to 4 courses of the masonry between the second and 

final phase of the watching brief, confirmed that east face [115] and rubble core [125] 

were keyed into each other.  The lowest course seen, underlying [110] and the northern 

boundary wall was numbered [117]. 

 

8.8 Context [115] represented the eastern face of the wall. The wall was constructed 

using rough, red sandstone blocks & rubble (up to c.300 x 400 x 200mm) with rare 

inclusions of green sandstone and Dolomitic Conglomerate rubble. A block of worked 

Doulting Stone was also incorporated into the structure. 
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The wall measured up to c.0.60m in height x c.0.30m wide (c.E-W) x c.4m 

exposed N-S. It continued beyond the north and south ends of the trench. The join or 

building break between [103] and [105] in the north boundary wall was in line with the 

eastern edge of [115]. 

[115] was well constructed, random coursed masonry, roughly faced on the east 

side and bonded with red sandy clay mortar (recorded as [107] and [117]). 

 

8.9 The removal of mixed, loamy clay [108] along the eastern edge of the trench 

exposed the fragmentary remains of a white lime coat or render  applied to the eastern 

(exterior) face of [115]. The coat or render contained rare inclusions of small red 

sandstone lumps. Where it had been preserved, the coat had a smoothed outer face and 

was c.8mm thick. The coat was probably of a late medieval to early post – medieval type 

(from notes taken during a site visit from Mr. Jerry Sampson of Caroes and Partners).
8
 

This lime coat was not present on the west face of [102].  

 

Photograph 9  The east face of [115] covered with the lime coat.   The surface of  

   [116] is exposed at the right of the photo. Facing NW 

                                                 
8 On a visit on 7th February 2011 
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8.10 The rubble core of the medieval boundary wall was recorded as [125].  [125] was 

more randomly coursed than [115] consisting of rough blocks of red sandstone rubble up 

to c.300 x 400 x 200mm, but also with some Dolomitic Conglomerate rubble and one 

large re-used Doulting ashlar block.  [125] was bonded with the same red clay mortar mix 

as [115] and possibly [102].  

 [125] as exposed measured up to c.0.60m high x c.0.70m wide (c.E-W) x c.4m 

exposed N-S. 

[125] was not obviously faced on its west face, however, there was only c.1m of 

the face extant before the removal of the masonry so this was not confirmed.  

A large, 14th century jug handle was recovered from the lowest exposed  

bonding course of [125]. 

 

8.11 Make up deposit [116] was exposed butting up to the east face of [115] during the 

second phase of excavation (Photograph 9). 

 [116] consisted of compacted, mixed, pale pink to orange-brown sandy 

clay with some loam and appeared to be associated with the destruction of boundary wall 

[115] / [125]. Deposit [116] contained frequent mortar lumps, roof slate fragments, local 

stone rubble, charcoal and white lime mortar lumps as well as medieval and post-

medieval ceramic roof tiles.  [116] sealed charcoal rich layer [126]. 

 

The domestic waste recovered from [116] was broadly 18
th

 to 19
th

 century, similar 

to those from [108] which overlay [116], and with the fill of [110].  

The base of [110] was level with surface of [116]. 

[116] was removed between the second and final phase of the watching brief. The 

deposit had an uneven surface,  and was between 0.20m - 0.30m thick (uneven surface). 

[116] continued beyond the north, south and east sides of the trench. 
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8.12 The removal of mixed clay deposit [113], along the west side of the trench, 

between the kitchen wall and [102], exposed stones [120] and [121] and disturbed natural 

clay deposit [122].at the east side of the trench, west of masonry [102].  Stones [120] 

underlay the eastern kitchen wall as well as stones [119] and [103] in the NW corner of 

the trench. The exposed stones were poorly preserved, probably disturbed when the 

drains and the concrete pad were constructed.  

The south end of stones [120] had been very heavily truncated by Drain 3; 

however, when Drain 3 was removed and the area was cleaned, it was clear that [120] 

continued beyond the southern edge of the trench. 

 [120] appears to be a linear feature aligned with and roughly parallel to walls 

[102] and [115]. 

 [120] was formed of red sandstone rubble with occasional Dolomitic 

Conglomerate.  It was randomly coursed, with up to five courses recorded. [120] was 

bonded with compacted, pale pink to red sandy clay with small white lime flecks.  The 

bonding differed to that within wall [115]. 

The exposed dimensions of [120] were up to c.0.50m high x c.0.35m wide (E-W). 

[120] continued beyond the north, south and west sides of the trench. 

Stones [121] abutted [120] from the east, in the centre of the west side of the 

trench.  

 

8.13 Stones [121] were constructed of rubble slabs and small, rough blocks of red 

sandstone up to c.480 x 280 x 120mm, and bonded by gritty, red-brown clay with rare, 

small, flecks of lime. The clay bonding material used within [121] was darker and 

contained more clay, less grit and fewer lime inclusions than stones [120].  However, 

where the relationship between [120] and [121] was exposed, [121] appeared to have 

been keyed into [120]. 

The upper course of [121] appeared to have a rounded, eastern edge. This upper 

course was removed between the second and final phase of the excavation. The surface of 

the next course down was much more obviously rectangular with its long axis aligned N-

S. The exposure of this lower course confirmed that [121] did not physically interact with 

masonry [102] to its east.  It was not cut through by [102]. 



No. 4 Vicars’ Close, Wells  WVC 11 

Page 32 

 

 

Photograph 10 Birds-eye view of the exposed masonry and of the replacement, 

 plastic pipes. Taken from the top of the northern boundary wall. 

Wall [115] cut through by pit [110] at the bottom of the photo  and   

stones [120] and [121] extending from below the kitchen wall on  

the right.       North is at the bottom of the photograph, S at the top.     

 

1metre horizontal scales  (½ metre vertical scale top right by pipe) 



No. 4 Vicars’ Close, Wells  WVC 11 

Page 33 

 

8.15 Both [120] and [121] appeared to have been cut through deposit [122]. [122] was 

a deposit of firm, slightly greasy, brownish red silty, sandy clay, probably the disturbed 

natural geology. 

 [122] was recorded between stones[102] and [120] / [122], within the west side of 

the trench where it had been sealed by mixed clay [113]. Deposit [122] continued beyond 

the north and south ends of the trench but was not seen to the east of wall [115]. 

 Two prehistoric flint flakes and three possible Romano – British pottery sherds 

were recovered from [122] which also contained moderate quantities of 12th – 14
th

 

century pottery sherds charcoal lumps, animal bone, teeth and tusk fragments, and 

occasional small angular stone chips.  

 Wall [102] was laid upon the surface of [122].  

 

8.16 Two small, square holes were also recorded during the second phase of the 

watching brief – contexts [123] and [124]. 

Both were aligned N-S. They were shallow and were backfilled with loose, dark 

grey, silty loamy clay. They might have been contemporary; they were post-medieval and 

could have been associated with scaffolding pads.  

[123] was located towards the SW end of the trench, against the eastern edge of 

masonry [120]. The fill of this small post hole was totally removed and several clay pipe 

fragments were retrieved from the fill and then discarded. [123] measured 0.10m deep x 

0.16m E-W x 0.16m N-S. 

[124] was located towards the south end of the centre of the trench. It was 

exposed when drain pipe [111] was removed. [124] was positioned at the join between 

stones [115] and [125], where the wall was truncated by the drain. [124] was half 

sectioned. The post hole measured 0.10m deep x 0.26m E-W x 0.26m N-S. 
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9.0 The Third Phase – Final Excavations 

 

9.1 The third and final phase of the watching brief consisted of the necessary 

truncation or removal of the recorded archaeological features to facilitate the raft for the 

new development. 

 This process was monitored and assisted by archaeologists. A plan was produced 

to record the features which remained in-situ. A schematic plan was preferable due to 

time constraints. 

 

 

Figure 14 Schematic plan of the Final Phase of Excavation 
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9.2 The only context to be exposed by the final phase of the watching brief was [126]. 

This layer butted up to the lowest, exposed course of masonry [115] on the east side of 

the wall and was sealed by make-up [116]. [126] was mostly composed of large black 

charcoal lumps, clinker and coal lumps, mixed with brown, sandy, silty clay. 

The surface of [126] coincided with the excavation level for the east side of the 

trench, so that it was preserved in-situ. However, occasional lime mortar lumps, small 

angular local stone chips, burnt oyster fragments and rare burnt slate inclusions were 

recorded. 

The position in the trench occupied by [126] served as the foundation trench for 

the eastern external wall of the kitchen extension. 

 

9.3 Stones [102] and [106] / [118] were totally removed for the development 

(see paragraphs  8.4 & 8.6). This provided the opportunity to record the bases of walls 

[103] and [105] and to clarify some of the relationships between the medieval and post-

medieval masonry, as well as exposing more of the surface of [122] where it underlay 

[102].  

 

9.4 The upper three to four exposed courses of wall [115] and [125] were truncated. 

The wall was preserved in-situ from the level of the surface of bonding clay [117].  This 

meant that the upper surface of this course of masonry was covered by the bedding clay.  

 Frequent checks were made throughout the length and width of the surviving 

portions of wall [115] to confirm the presence of stone courses below the exposed 

surface. The east edge of [115] remained well defined due to the removal of [116]. 

 

9.5 Only one course of [121] was removed (para 8.13). These stones appeared to be 

keyed into [120], but more courses would need to be removed for confirmation.  

[121] was preserved in-situ. 

 

9.6 The eastern edge of [120] was only cut away in those places where it protruded 

into the construction area. Little of the surviving masonry from [120] was lost as a result, 

even though some of it was truncated. The majority of [120] was preserved in-situ 

beneath the twentieth century kitchen walls and floor. 
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The south end of [120] now lies immediately beneath the replacement plastic 

drain pipe inserted at the south end of the trench.  

 

9.7 A foundation trench – the toe for the raft - was cut, aligned E-W, through the 

south end of the development area from the kitchen wall. This trench measured c.0.30m 

deep x c.0.30m wide x N-S x c.2.20m E-W. 

 This southern foundation trench exposed up to five courses of masonry [120] in 

the area which had previously been disturbed by Drain 3. A small amount of stone from 

[115] / [125] was also removed by the cutting of this trench exposing further, lower 

courses of the wall.  The stones forming [120] and [115] / [125] were then preserved in-

situ. 

 The southern foundation trench also cut through deposit [122]. This deposit 

became cleaner with depth, with fewer finds and inclusions. No bedrock was exposed.  

 

9.8 A second foundation trench was cut, aligned E-W, through the north end of the 

development area from the kitchen wall, abutting the northern boundary wall. This trench 

measured c.0.10m deep x c.0.30m wide x N-S x c.2.10m E-W. 

 This northern foundation trench truncated [122] on its west side and removed 

bedding clay [117] on its east side, exposing masonry [115] / [125] as it continued to the 

north beneath [103]. 
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Photograph 11  The final phase of excavation – prior to the cutting of the northern 

and southern foundation trenches for the raft  Facing North.  

 1metre and  ½ metre scales. 

 

10.0 DISCUSSION 

 

10.1 Because there has been very little archaeological recording to the rear of the 

properties in Vicars’ Close, nothing was known regarding the archaeological potential of 

the back gardens. 

 

10.2 An archaeological watching brief designed to monitor ground-works prior to 

construction of the kitchen extension was requested as the houses are all Grade I 

Scheduled.  The archaeological results from such a small area, measuring less than 3m x 

4m by less than 1m deep, suggest that the land east of the houses, including the back 

gardens, and west of the East Liberty should probably be regarded as an AHAP -  an Area 

of High Archaeological Potential. 
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10.3 The earliest finds were prehistoric flint flakes, recovered from the surface of the 

disturbed, natural clay.  Flint is commonly found in the clay and gravels below and 

around the cathedral and this area, slightly higher than the cathedral and the springs, 

might contain prehistoric material or features. 

 

10.4 A small number of Romano-British or probable Romano-British pottery sherds 

was recovered.  As with the flint, the small quantity only relates to the small area of 

garden examined and the slightly higher ground with a gentle slope aiding natural 

drainage and the south-facing aspect of the land must always have attracted and 

encouraged early settlement. 

 

10.5 The houses were built in the mid-14
th

 century.  Medieval pottery from the lower 

levels of the excavation trench, however, pre-date the houses and appear to date to the 

12
th

 and 13
th

 centuries, possibly indicating settlement in this area prior to the construction 

of Vicars’ Close. 

 

10.6 It is known that the Close was laid out in an earlier property – one of the principal 

canonical houses forming a row of properties facing either the cathedral or Cathedral 

Green, established by the 12
th

 century with long gardens extending northwards.
9
  The 

shape of these plots dictated the shape of Vicars’ Close, originally known as ‘New Hall’ 

or ‘New Close’, as depicted on the 1735 Symes Map. 

The orientation of Vicars’ Close follows, or is close to, the pre-medieval or late-

Anglo-Saxon property alignments, as might be expected in a plot that is known to have 

existed by the 13
th

 century.  This being so, it is feasible that pre-12
th

 century settlement 

had been established in this area and, as there has been little recent developments in the 

back gardens, pre-12
th

 century archaeological features specifically, and archaeological 

features in general, might well survive behind the Vicars’ Close houses as they do behind 

the Wells Museum, just west of Vicars’ Close.10. 

 

                                                 
9 From Rodwell,  2005, p115. 
10 Rodwell, 2005, p115. 
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10.7 The major archaeological feature behind Number 4 was the large, N-S oriented, 

wall – context [115] / [125].  Rodwell’s ground plan of a Vicars’ Close house, figure 15, 

below,  shows the eastern boundary wall approximately 9m east of the front wall of the 

houses and that distance equates with the wall recorded behind number 4.   

The upper courses of this wall within the watching brief trench were removed in 

order to achieve the depth necessary for the foundation raft: further courses survive 

below the raft so that the full depth of the wall below present ground level is not known. 

The strength and depth of the foundations do suggest that the original wall must 

have been large, at least two metres and possibly more than three metres high. 

Surviving patches of white mortar / plaster on the eastern face of the boundary 

wall could indicate that the wall was rendered on its outer surface. 

 

10.8 Apart from the medieval, eastern boundary wall, which might be of more than one 

phase if wall [102] is just tacked onto the west side,  there were further wall foundations 

between that medieval wall and the existing kitchen wall.  These stones – contexts [120] 

and [121] – might represent the medieval drain or culvert mentioned by Rodwell (below) 

and an early garden or structural feature, respectively, or might even be survivals of pre-

14th century features. 

 

10.9 The western part of the north boundary wall, obviously a different build and phase 

to the main wall, can be seen to be the south wall of a southern extension to Number 5 

Vicars’ Close, as depicted on the 1886 Ordnance Survey map. 

 

10.10 Also marked on the 1886 map were the positions of two pumps, one immediately 

north of the southern extension to Number 5, and one immediately to the south of that 

extension in Number 4. 

 The pumps are obviously water pumps.  Lead piping leading below that part of 

the boundary wall was recorded; it is assumed that the pipes lead to a water supply and 

the likelihood is that the water supply will be an old well unless they have deliberately 

dug down to find the water table. 
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 It is curious that two pumps should be marked for Numbers 4 and 5 but no more 

for the remainder of the east side of the street apart from one in front of Number 1.  

 Only one pump is shown on the west side of the street, for ?Number 26; these 

pumps are depicted on figure 9. 

 

10.10.1 Rodwell discussed the water supply to the Close
11

:  A fresh water supply 

had been established for Vicars’ Close by about 1468. It ran from a supply in the north, 

through lead pipes running along the east side of the road (for the eastern houses) and 

then piped into the house below the front door.   

 A conduit or drain ran below the rear of the houses to flush the latrines, which 

appear to have been located below the stairwell. 

 

10.11 It is known that there were two functioning wells in the 19th century, one at the 

south end of the street in front of Number 1 and one at the north end.
12

 

 The pump marked on the 1886 map in front of Number 1 (shown on figure 8) 

presumably feeds into the well mentioned by Rodwell, and this suggests that the other 

pumps marked on the 1886 map might also indicate the position of early, possibly 

communal wells. 

                                                 
11  Rodwell, 2005, pp123-24. 
12  Rodwell, 2005, p124. 
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Figure 15 Typical medieval ground plan based on Number 22, on the west side of 

the street, reversed to show the disposition of features as they might appear on the east 

side houses. 

 On both the east side and west side of the street,  the stair well, with an associated 

latrine was on the south of the house within a small extension.   The latrine was flushed 

by a drain running down from the north. 

 Number 4 incorporates two of the original houses with the south wall of the 

present house being an original, medieval south wall.  This being so, the amalgamation 

must have destroyed the stairwell and latrine of the original, northern house.  

 The present, modern kitchen has been inserted into the space between the original 

north wall and the stairwell extension. 

 The east wall is the eastern boundary wall running the full length of the street. 
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11.0 Finds and Archive 

Finds and artefacts recovered during the watching brief were bagged by context or 

as unstratified.  After the fieldwork had been completed, the finds were washed, dried, 

sorted and listed.  Modern material, including factory-made pottery and modern building 

rubble were discarded after being listed.  In many of the latest watching brief contexts, 

modern material, including brick and tile fragments, modern pottery and plastics was 

noted but was not collected. 

 Retained finds were marked with their respective context numbers and with the 

accession number. The finds will be deposited and curated in the Somerset County 

Museum at the Somerset Heritage Centre, Norton Fitzwarren under the Taunton County 

Museum Accession Number: TTNCM  9 / 2011 unless other arrangements are made 

between the cathedral and the county museum. 

 The paper archive will also be retained by the cathedral unless other arrangements 

are made. 
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