
THE ABBEY ENCLOSURE DITCH AND A LATE-SAXON 
CANAL: RESCUE EXCAVATIONS AT GLASTONBURY, 

1984-1988 

CHARLES and NANCY HOLLINRAKE 

SUMMARY 

A series of rescue excavations and archaeological watching briefs in Glastonbury between 
1984 and 1988 revealed evidence for large- scale engineering works during the late-Saxon 
period. 

In 1984-5 , a watching brief during redevelopment of the White 's Garage site - now 
renamed Heritage Court - on Magdalene Street, revealed a massi ve ditch partly under the 
eastern extremity of the site and partly under Magdalene Street. A radiocarbon determination 
carried out on wood from the ditch suggested a pre-Conquest date for its construction, and the 
feature has been interpreted as the western side of the monastic enclosure ditch. 

In 1986-7, a series of rescue excavations at the Fairfield and the Convent Field, undertaken in 
advance of development, suggested the existence of a large artificial waterway. A radiocarbon 
determination carried out on a timber revetment stake from the waterway indicated a late-Saxon 
construction date. Levels taken on the base of the waterway and a survey along its route pointed 
to its probable function as a closed-end canal. A small rescue excavation at Heritage Court in 
1988 failed to establish the route of the suggested canal at that point, but did find important 
evidence for a late-medieval tanning industry (Fig. 1). 

EXCAVATIONS AT WHITE' S GARAGE 

INTRODUCTION 

Between November 1984 and February 1985 a redevelopment project was undertaken 
on the site of a large garage complex, known as Abbey Garage or White's Garage, on 
the western side of Magdalene Street, Glastonbury. The development necessitated, on 
the eastern half of the site, complete stripping of all layers above natural clay and, on 
the western half, complete stripping in areas where new houses were to be built. No 
archaeological provisions had been made when planning consent was given, and it 
was owing to the goodwill of the developers, Goodwood Estates (later Robert's 
Homes), that any recording of archaeological features was possible. Two brief notes 
on the watching brief have already been published (Dennison 1985, 10-11; 1986, 
151). The site code was GWG 85. The full archive is deposited with Somerset County 
Council's Department for the Environment. 
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THE EXCAVATIONS 

The overburden of archaeological and modern deposits above natural clay was 
considerable on the site, being over 4 m above the base of the large ditch, and 1-3 m 
elsewhere. Archaeological investigation was usually possible only in the evening, 
when construction work had ceased, with the inevitable result that much that was of 
archaeological interest was removed without any possibility of its being recorded 
(Fig. 2). 

Postholes and Ditches 
The earliest features on the site were postholes cut into natural yellow clay; they 
appeared to define boundaries, but, given the circumstances of the investigation, this 
could not be demonstrated. Also cut into clay were what appeared to be timber slots. 
They were oriented NW-SE and, like the postholes, probably represented pre-Norman 
occupation. A small ditch running at 90° to these features cut across the centre of the 
site and may well have been contemporary. This ditch was earlier than, and cut by, a 
further ditch running through the centre of the site. To the south, a later ditch, 
presumably a burgage plot boundary, appeared to be associated with a line of stake 
holes along its length. 

Wells 
Four wells were recorded. Well 1 was lined with Iias stone and was probably post­
medieval; wells 2 and 3 were partly stone lined, and each yielded jug bases dating 
respectively from the 13th/14th and 14th/15th centuries. Well 4 yielded no pottery but 
was lined with planks held together by iron nails attached to upright posts. These 
posts were socketed into larger timbers using a mortice and tenon joint; the latter 
timbers were possibly re-used from an earlier structure. 

Industrial Activity 
Iron slag was recorded over a large area in the eastern half of the site, as were a 
number of pits. One pit was excavated; mixed in with iron slag and black silty clay 
were pottery sherds dating from the latter part of the 12th century. 

The Monastic Enclosure Ditch 
Mechanical removal of overburden adjacent to Magdalene Street exposed medieval 
layers, in particular a dark brown clayey loam containing 13th and 14th century 
pottery: this layer completely sealed earlier deposits. Directly below, and cut through 
disturbed yellow clay, was a linear feature running north-south across the full width 
of the site. The fill was a soft grey silt which was removed by machine in the south­
east corner of the site in order to determine its depth and composition. 

The silts were clearly the fill of a large ditch which lay partly below Magdalene 
Street, and the contractors agreed to stop work for a short period so that the ditch 
could be recorded. The section against the southern boundary of the site was machine 
cleaned and partly hand cleaned, and levels were taken of its profile (Fig. 3). The 
composition of the fill was uniform and consisted of layers of soft grey silt 100-200 
mm thick, interleaved with thin lenses of dark organic deposits. The silts and organic 
lenses both contained twigs and leaves, but no pottery or other artefacts were seen. 

Owing to the instability of the exposed silts, it was considered too dangerous to 
enter the excavated section, which the contractors then backfilled with hardcore. No 
further sections became available for inspection, as the east face of the site was then 
shuttered with steel plates and the ditch silts were removed piecemeal. These 
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Fig. 3 The monastic enclosure ditch on the White's Garage site. 
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operations were monitored and, although no artefacts were noted, one small branch of 
wood was recovered from near the ditch base, and was used for radiocarbon 
determination. A sample column through the ditch silts was collected. 

Near the southern boundary of the site, the western edge of the ditch cut appeared 
to curve towards the south-west, suggesting that there was either an entrance to the 
abbey enclosure immediately to the south of the development area, or possibly a ditch 
designed to carry excess water away from the enclosure ditch. 

Radiocarbon Determinations 
Two determinations were carried out at Harwell on the wooden branch, which was 
identified as probably being of the species Thelycrania sanguinea (Dogwood). 

Laboratory No. Uncalibrated 

HAR-7044 
HAR-7045 

DISCUSSION 

Determination 
BP 

950±70 
1080±80 

Calibrated Date­
Range Ja 
AD 

1012-1166 
888-1015 

Calibrated Date­
Range 2a 
AD 

970-1230 
780-1040 

Although opportunities to record features were few and conditions poor, a number of 
valuable observations can be made. The earliest occupation seen on the site was 
represented by pre- l 3th century postholes, ditches and timber slots, as well as by the 
monastic enclosure ditch. No prehistoric or Roman finds were recovered and it is 
assumed that all these early features belong to the Saxon period. In the late 12th 
century an industrial area was established and this may have been connected with the 
rebuilding of the abbey after it was destroyed in the fire of 1184. Intensive occupation 
on the site from the 13th century to the present was indicated by pottery scatters, 
ditches and wells, and it is likely that the present layout on the western side of 
Magdalene Street is medieval. 

The Monastic Enclosure Ditch 
The radiocarbon determinations on the wood from the monastic ditch centre on the 
late 10th century. Its construction was possibly connected with the abbacy of Dunstan. 
The enclosure ditch was sealed by 13th century deposits which implies that it silted 
up within 300 years. The mean height of Magdalene Street is about 15 m OD. The 
ground rises to the east and the late-medieval enclosure wall on Chilkwell Street 
stands at about 30 m OD. Wherever the late-Saxon eastern monastic boundary lay, 
possibly about half way between these two points, there must always have been a 
slope down towards the west. Since the western enclosure ditch was cut through 
impervious Iias shales, silting and waterlogging must have occurred. 

EXCAVATIONS AT THE FAIRFIELD AND THE CONVENT FIELD 

INTRODUCTION 

When development plans for the Fairfield and the Convent Field were first proposed 
in 1985, it was thought important that an earthwork survey of the sites should be 
carried out in order to determine their archaeological potential. The survey was 
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completed in 1986, and included examination of the line of what was known locally 
as 'the canal', a stretch of ditch, now mostly backfilled, along the northern edge of 
Wearyall Hill. The resulting plan of the Fairfield defined a number of earthwork 
features, the most notable being a large curving bank and ditch. The Convent Field 
had been levelled in the past, so that no visible features remained. It was not known 
if the large bank and ditch of the supposed canal crossed over into the area of the 
Convent Field, but that was assumed to have been the case. Any evidence that the 
section of canal by Wearyall Hill connected with the Fairfield feature was obscured 
when a sports complex was built in the 1960s; an RAF air photograph taken in 1947 
does, however, appear to show a continuous length of ditch (RAF 1947). Levels 
taken along the Fairfield section and along the whole length of the Wearyall Hill 
section showed a marked similarity, and might also be said to suggest an originally 
continuous feature. The northern terminus of the feature could not be determined 
from the survey, although it may have been located immediately north of the 
Convent Field in Heritage Court (Dennison 1988, 229). The southern end appears to 
lie below a factory complex, in the vicinity of the 16th century Northover Mill (Figs 
4 and 5). 

HISTORICAL BACKGROUND 

No early documentary references have been found either to the canal or to the other 
Fairfield earthworks. The Fairfield was formerly a part of Wirral Park, a deer park of 
Glastonbury Abbey from at least the 13th century until the abbey's dissolution in 1539. 
The Convent Field was possibly not within Wirral Park because, whereas all lands 
known to have been contained within the park boundary were tithe free, the Convent 
Field was tithable. The earliest surviving map of Glastonbury is that by William Senior 
of about I 609 (Senior); the map depicts the Glastonbury lands of William, Earl of 
Devonshire, and indicates his ownership of the whole of the park including the 
Fairfield; the Convent Field is shown as a separate piece of property not belonging to 
the Devonshire estate. 

The Somerset antiquarian, John Skinner, visited Glastonbury in 1821 and drew 
the canal running across the Fairfield and along the base of Wearyall Hill. He 
described the earthworks he saw as a 'camp of the Belgic Britons' and apparently 
knew nothing of their original function (Plate 1). William Phelps, in The History 
and Antiquities of Somersetshire, remarked that ' a channel for water to the Abbey 
still exists on the north side of Wearyall Hill,' and added that 'the new turnpike road 
passes on its bank' (Phelps 1836, 558). The new turnpike is now the Street Road 
and was built in 1821; previously, the main road from the south passed over the 
south side of Wearyall Hill through what is now known as Roman Way and Hill 
Head. 

The earliest reference to the feature as being a canal dates from the late 19th century. 
In 1886, John Morland asked 'what was the meaning of the old canal under Wearyall?' 
(his italics) (GAS 1886, 43). The Central Somerset Gazette of 11 March 1893 reported a 
meeting of the Glastonbury Antiquarian Society at which there was a discussion 
concerning the 'canal on the north side of Wearyall'. Members expressed their belief 
that the canal was used for transporting produce from Baltonsborough and Butleigh to 
the abbey, and Mr J.G.L. Bulleid suggested that there was a mill at the Glastonbury end 
(pers. comm., Sandy Buchanan). 
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Plate I. Drawing made in 1821 by the Revd John Skinner showing the line of the canal across the 
Fairfield ('Bulls Close' ), and the new turnpike road at the base of Wearyall Hill. Skinner describes the 

canal bank as an 'agger 10 feet high 12 wide' . Reproduced by permission of the Bri1ish Library. 

THE EXCAVATIONS 

The sites are on Lower Lias deposits of Jurassic age. Below the slopes of Wearyall 
Hill, on the Fairfield and the Convent Field, the Lias clays are concealed beneath a 
mantle of alluvial deposits. These deposits consist of soft clays and silts with organic 
material ; the alluvial deposits become progressively deeper to the north. 

The original excavation plan envisaged three long machine trenches, two in the 
Fairfield (so that all the various earthworks could be examined) and one in the 
Convent Field. Owing to changes in ownership, however, it was finally decided to 
excavate one long machine trench in the Fairfield (Trench I), and one long machine 
trench in the Convent Field (Trench IV) ; in addition, two small hand-dug trenches 
(Trenches II and III) were excavated in the Fairfield in order to resolve the problems 
posed by Trench I. When development was under way, the area between Trenches II 
and III was examined and named area V; when the Convent Field was stripped, this 
became area VI. 

The site code for the Fairfield was GFF87 and for the Convent Field GCF87, these 
codes being followed in citation by trench and context numbers (e.g. GFF87 II 027 , 
GCF87 IV 019, etc.). The full archive has been deposited with Somerset County 
Council's Department for the Environment. 

Trench I (Fig. 6) 
Trench I was a machine trench measuring 70 m by 2 m, oriented at right angles to the 
large bank and ditch feature. It was started on the terrace to the south of the bank and 
ditch - which for the sake of brevity will henceforth be referred to as the canal - and 
extended north so that it would cut the low double bank shown on Fig. 5. 

Because construction on site was believed to be imminent, it was decided to cut the 
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trench quickly in order to determine the underlying stratification; the trench was 
completed in three days and the resulting section was drawn in two days. Context 
numbers were added to the section at a later stage in order to determine, within 
obvious limitations, the various relationships represented. It is unlikely that any 
important features were missed; a number of postholes were noted near the south end 
of the cut, but virtually all layers were extensive and crossed the full width of the 
trench. 

Trench I was excavated down to the hard natural blue-grey and yellow lias clay 
which sloped down gently from south to north throughout the entire length of the 
trench. Cut into this clay were four ditches, lettered, from south to north, A to D. 

Ditches A and B were small, being about I m wide and 0.5 m deep. Ditch C (the 
canal) was about 6 m wide and over 1 m deep with a flat base at about 8.75 m OD. 
Ditch D was fairly substantial, being 3 m wide at the top and over I m deep. It was 
sealed by a series of alluvial levels and subsequently by the bank of Ditch C. Beyond 
Ditch D the clay sloped gradually down to the north; there were no features visible 
within the alluvial layers here except post-medieval land drains and the low double 
bank feature; the latter contained a pent field drain (composed of large slabs of blue 
lias stone) of either medieval or post-medieval date. 

Ditches A, B and D crossed Trench I at a slight angle. Ditch D was at the lowest 
point of the sloping natural clay before it changed to a gentle incline to the north. 
Ditches A and B were situated slightly upslope, and their apparent line was along a 
terrace, probably a natural feature. Because of the colluvial layers sealing them, there 
were no indications above ground of the orientations of Ditches A and B. These 
colluvial layers are probably the result of plough action on the higher slopes, possibly 
coupled with erosion caused by removal of tree cover at some time after the 
dissolution of the abbey. 

Trench II (Figs 6 and 7) 
Because of the unexpected features recorded in Trench I, it was decided to excavate a 
small hand-trowelled trench to try to determine the date of one of the small ditches. A 
location was agreed with the developers where it was thought that Ditch A in Trench I 
should cross and where the terrace could also be examined. Trench II was 5 m by 2 m 
in area and was totally hand-trowelled, including the topmost layers. 

Cut into the natural clay (Fig. 7, layer 51) was a ditch (3 I) and bank ( 40) 
containing postholes (38). Postholes were also cut through layer 41. The ditch 
appeared to have been recut more than once, before being completely sealed in the 
medieval period by a number of thin clay layers (14, 15, 22, 23 and 27). Finds in the 
silt and clay layers of the bank and ditch phases comprised potsherds of the Roman 
period (Fig. 9), small iron fragments, nails and slag, together with small fragments of 
bone and occasional flints. A late Saxon iron key (Fig. 9, no. 10) from the base of 
layer 25 is comparable to one found in the Cheddar Palace excavations (Rahtz 1979, 
263, Fig. 4). The clay layers sealing the ditches contained 12th and 13th century 
pottery. Above these layers was a thick bank of colluvium (7); pottery within this 
layer ranged from the 16th to the 18th century. Layers 5 and 3 consisted of many thin 
bands of occupation debris, containing clay pipe fragments, smithing slag, pottery, 
nails, hearths, and postholes, dating from the 18th century to the present. This 
occupation debris obviously reflected seasonal gatherings connected with Tor Fair, 
from which the Fairfield was named. 

After Trench II had been completed and the line of Ditch A in Trench I established, 
a hypothesis concerning the various ditches in Trench I was formulated. Trench II 
demonstrated that Ditch A followed the contour and was aligned differently from the 
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A Fairfield • Trench I 

natural clay 

ditch A 

0 

B Fairfield • Trenches 11 & I 

trench TI 

0 5 

C Convent Field - Trench l\i 
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EXCAVATIONS ON THE FAIRFIE 

Fig. 6 The Fairfield and the Convent Field: sections. 

canal which, at this point, curved away from the terrace. In Trench I the centres of 
Ditches A and B were 8 m apart, and the centres of Ditches B and D were 16 m apart. 
It was reasoned that there had originally been four ditches spaced 8 m apart, a missing 
ditch between Ditches B and D having later been obliterated by the canal. It was then 
assumed that all four ditches had been parallel to one another, and it was decided to 
position a new trench where it might cut both the southern edge of the canal and the 
assumed line of the missing ditch. The new trench was identified as Trench Ill and 
was 7 m by 2 m in area. 
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The top layers of the trench were machined off and the remaining layers hand­
trowelled in order to obtain dating evidence for any features found. In the event, 
owing to a combination of flooding and the need to cut Trench IV when the 
developers came on site earlier than expected, the lowest layers were also machine 
dug. 

Cut into the natural clay were two features , namely the canal in the northern half of 
the trench, and another, deeper, ditch, in the southern half. This latter cut (22) was 
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remarkably similar to Ditch D in Trench I, and there can be little doubt that they are 
the same feature. No pottery was seen in the fills of Ditch D, but from the primary fill 
(21) part of a sharpened wooden stake was recovered for radiocarbon determination. 
No pottery was noted in the ditch fills, but occasional blocks of lias stone were seen 
in 19 and particularly in 18, the latter containing also much organic debris. 
Immediately to the north of the ditch was a bank (17), cut by the later canal; the 
surface of this bank was pockmarked with lines of small stakeholes and some larger 
postholes. Cut 22 was completely sealed by the colluvial layer (9) , and the bank (17) 
was also partly sealed in this way. The bank and layer 9 were also completely sealed 
by an alluvial layer (6) rich in organic debris; no datable finds were seen in these 
deposits. Within the canal cut (8) were silts (15 and 13) which were clean, apart from 
an abundance of snails and a band of charcoal. Within the upper silts, deposit 7 
contained fragments of 13th or 14th century pottery, and similar sherds were found in 
a layer sealing the postholes cut into the bank (17). 

Trench N (Fig. 6) 
Trench IV (north to south) was machine-cut on the eastern edge of the Convent Field 
in a position stipulated by the developers so that it would not impinge upon the area 
to be covered by a new supermarket. The trench, 25 m by 2 m in area, was cut slowly 
over five days and all finds were recorded three-dimensionally. 

The natural clay was identical to that in the Fairfield, but because of time 
limitations and the need to find the canal (whose line was quite unknown), and also 
because the high water table caused serious problems, parts of the trench were not 
taken down to the clay. At the northern edge of the trench a ditch was cut at an acute 
angle. This was almost 2 m deep and appeared to have been re-cut. The top fill (13) 
contained 12th century potsherds and occasional blocks of unworked yellow 
limestone. The line of this ditch was projected across the Fairfield where it coincided 
with the low bank and ditch on the north edge of the field. 

Layers above Ditch F had been spread and were unclear, but within layer 2 was a 
dense spread of late medieval pottery, together with large quantities of cattle horn and 
skull fragments, almost certainly connected with similar deposits encountered 
immediately to the north in Heritage Court (Dennison 1988, 229). A similar mass of 
late medieval pottery and horn cores, together with medieval glazed tile fragments 
and bone, were found in a large drain or gout (19), cut through layer 5, the spread clay 
bank of the canal. A further late medieval or early post-medieval drain (23), made 
from undressed blocks of limestone and still carrying water, was noted on the 
interface between the canal and its bank, but was not disturbed owing to the 
difficulties that would have been posed by flooding. 

The canal silts (25) were immediately south of 23 and sealed by 22, a mixed clay 
layer derived from bank slump and ground levelling . The top of the silts (28) 
contained numerous tree roots, preserved by the waterlogged deposits. Below 28, the 
silts were made up of numerous banks of grey and dark grey silt layers separated by 
thin leaves of organic debris. Within the silts and adjacent to the bank were a number 
of timber posts (24), above which were found potsherds of c. 10th-13th century date 
(Fig. 9, nos 5 and 6). Some of the posts had been rammed into the northern edge of 
the canal cut and others into the base, the latter posts being set in two parallel lines 
about 2 m apart and mirroring the alignment of the canal. These posts were 100-150 
mm in diameter and spaced 300-400 mm apart. Between the two lines was a layer of 
woody material, once horizontal, pushed down into the silts by a deposit of gravelly 
silts and stones (30) . This layer (30) was hand trowelled; on its surface was a thin 
skim of fine sandy gravel with large fragments of a probably 13th or 14th century jug 
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with applied strips and decoration below a heavy grey-blue lead glaze (Fig. 9, no. 9) . 
The wooden structure would appear to have been the remains of a wharf or jetty. 
There were no more timbers between 24 and the south edge of the canal. Here, stakes 
had again been rammed into the side and one of these was retrieved for radiocarbon 
assessment. The silts were almost devoid of datable finds; a small block of baked clay 
or daub was found on the canal base and a large fragment of a probably 12th century 
bowl was found high in the silts (Fig. 9, no. 4) 

The base of the canal in Trench IV was level at about 8.74 m, the same level as the 
section in Trench I; and although thi s correspondence may be coincidental, the levels 
do suggest that the canal was deliberately set out with a horizontal base. 

Area V (Fig. 6) 
After Trench IV had been completed, the contractors removed the ground between 
Trenches II and III down to natural clay. Cut into the clay were the bases of two 
ditches, probably Ditch B as found in Trench I and the postulated missing ditch. No 
pottery was seen, but samples of slag and charcoal were recovered. There was no time 
to carry out more than a cursory examination and it was not possible to draw the full 
section. When the area to the south of Trench II was stripped, no further ditches or 
other features were seen. 

Area VJ (Fig. 5) 
When the Convent Field was stripped down to subsoil levels, a number of lines of 
small stones were noted crossing the field . These were surveyed, and two small 
sondages were excavated. The lines proved to be small, well-constructed field drains; 
pottery associated with them suggested use in the late medieval period. None of the 
drains crossed the line of the canal. 

Metal Detecting 
When the contractors stripped both fields prior to construction work, local metal 
detector users were given access to the sites . One of these users, Mr Rex Davis, 
kindly allowed us to list and photograph his finds. Mr Davis found well over 1000 
coins on the Fairfield, mostly from the mid-I 8th century onwards, together with many 
pieces of ephemera, including buttons, keys , toys, and ornaments. Had no other 
evidence been available, such finds would have suggested that this was no normal 
' green field' site, but the venue for over two hundred years of the town fair. Many 
thousands of coins must have been lost on the Fairfield, and other searchers found 
similar quantities . 

The Convent Field, in contrast, produced few coins or ephemera. Mr Davis did 
find, however, one Roman and two medieval coins (none were found on the Fairfield) 
together with five crucifixes and ten religious medallions, lost during the period when 
the Convent Field hosted large gatherings connected with the Roman Catholic 
pilgrimages which Glastonbury formerly attracted. The density of medieval finds on 
the Convent Field provides further evidence for the belief that this area lay outside the 
boundary of Wirral Park. Finally, on the eastern edge of the Convent Field, Mr Davis 
found nine thimbles: we were informed that when the field was owned by the 
adjoining convent, the nuns used to give sewing classes on this spot, weather 
permitting. 

Radiocarbon Determinations 
Two samples of wood were sent to Harwell for radiocarbon determination. One of the 
samples was a sharpened wooden revetment stake from the canal edge in Trench IV 
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(laboratory no. HAR-9207), the other a sharpened wooden stake from primary silts in 
Ditch D, Trench III (laboratory no. HAR-9208). The results of the determination 
were as follows: 

Laboratory No. 

HAR-9207 
HAR-9208 

DISCUSSION 

Uncalibrated 
Determination 
BP 

1120±80 
1340±100 

Calibrated Date­
Range la 
AD 

830-990 
600-780 

The Small Ditches (Ditches A, Band D) 

Calibrated Date­
Range 2a 
AD 

690-1030 
540-890 

The aim of the Fairfield excavations was to elucidate the function and date of the 
large curving bank and ditch here referred to as the canal. The other ditches found in 
Trenches I, II and III (Ditches A, B and D) were unexpected and less obviously 
impressive; but further work may reveal that their significance in the history of 
Glastonbury is as great as that of the canal itself. 

The radiocarbon determination for Ditch D places the likely date of this feature in 
the early medieval period. Late Roman pottery was also found adjacent to Ditch D in 
Trench I and in the fills of Ditch A in Trench II (Fig. 9). These ditches presumably 
delineate one or more boundaries, or may have been dug for local drainage. Roman 
material was being disturbed nearby, probably from the south on the lower slopes of 
Wearyall Hill, and small scale iron working was being carried out in this vicinity. In 
the 10th century, when at least one element of the canal was constructed, a radical 
alteration of land use must have occurred. Ditch D was sealed by an alluvial layer and 

Fig. 9 
Romano-British pottery 
I. Dish; Black-Burnished ware; from the upper edge of Ditch D, Trench I, Fairfield (GFF87 I D). 
2. Bowl ; Black-Burnished ware; from silts, Ditch A, Trench II, Fairfield (GFF87 II 33). 
3. Jar; grey-ware; from redeposited clay, possibly derived from the original bank material, Convent Field 
(GCF87 IV 022 (24)). 
Medieval pottery 
4. Bowl, c. 12th century; grey core with oxidised buff margins , some small voids, occasional limestone and 
dull, soft grey inclusions ; buff/grey surface, roughly knife trimmed on base and basal angle; occasional 
spots and patches of blue/grey and olive-green glaze inside and out; irregular thumbed impression on rim; 
found high in ditch silts, Trench IV, Convent Field (GCF87 IV 25). 
5. Small ?cooking pot, c. 10th-13th century; grey fabric with small limestone, quartz and ?flint inclusions ; 
oxidised light buff/orange surfaces with grits showing; slightly micaceous; smoke-blackened and sooty on 
underside of ?suspension lug; found above timber posts, Trench IV, Convent Field (GCF87 IV 024 (34)). 
6. Jar, c. 12th-13th century; grey fabric with well-sorted small inclusions of limestone, quartz and ?flint; 
oxidised buff surfaces with mostly reduced grey surface on rim; micaceous; found above timber posts, 
Trench IV, Convent Field (GCF87 IV 024 (24)). 
7. Jar, c. 12th-13th century; fabric and type similar to 6 above; White's Garage (GWG85/62). 
8. Jar, 12th-13th century; grey fabric , occasional small brown grits, buff/brown surfaces; from above ditch 
silts, White's Garage (GWG85/24). 
9. Anthropomorphic jug, c. 13th-14th century; fine fabric , reduced outer and oxidised inner margins; 
occasional small limestone and grey grit inclusions; ' plugs' of dull red ?iron oxide inside, up to I O mm 
across; oxidised orange inside, outside thick blue/grey glaze with patches of li ght green glaze over applied 
strip decoration; from surface of wooden structure , Trench IV, Convent Field (GCF87 IV 030 (38)). 
Ironwork 
10. Iron key; almost identical with others found at Cheddar Palace which have been assigned to a pre­
conquest date (Rahtz 1979, 263); from Trench II, base of layer 25, Fairfield (GFF87 II 025). 
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as the other small ditches were sited progressively upslope from Ditch D, it is 
possible that the other ditches were cut in response to a rising water table. 

The Canal 
The radiocarbon determination for a revetment stake from Trench IV suggests a pre­
Norman date for at least one element of the canal. Such an interpretation is reinforced 
by the 12th and 13th century pot sherds found in the upper silts of the trench. A 
possible construction date is in the mid- lOth century during the abbacy of Dunstan. In 
AD 940 Dunstan was installed as Abbot of Glastonbury by King Edmund and for at 
least the next fifteen years he worked tirelessly to rebuild the monastery, both 
physically and spiritually, as part of his role in the Monastic Reform of this period. 
The considerable activity in and around the Abbey at this time provides the likeliest 
context for the construction of the canal. 

The canal does not head for the abbey; instead it roughly follows the ten metre 
contour, curving across the old Convent Field and ending near the present site of St 
Benedict's church. It has been suggested that this area was formerly a Saxon market 
place (Aston 1984, 184-5). If such a suggestion is allowed, it is possible either that 
the market place was sited to coincide with the terminus of the pre-existing canal, or 
that the canal came later and was constructed to end at the market place. The western 
terminus of the canal is now obscured by an old sheepskin factory but is assumed to 
be in the vicinity of the 16th century Northover Mill (Fig. 4). In the 10th century a 
wooden causeway crossed the Brue valley from the Street area and would have 
reached firm ground on Glastonbury 'island' in this area (Morland 1922); some 500 m 
north-west is the site of Beckery Chapel, founded by the 7th century, where it is 
believed waterborne visitors from the west may have disembarked (Rahtz 1974). 
Features known to have existed at either end of the canal would thus appear to have 
provided logical reasons for its position and course. 

Ditch F 
Ditch F was recorded in Trench IV and traced across to the Fairfield. If the line of 
Trench IV is projected further to the west it is seen to head for 'the Mound' , a small 
clay ' island', now destroyed, which was partly excavated in 1970 (Carr 1985). There 
was intense activity in the area of the Mound from the 10th to the 12th centuries, 
probably connected with smithing. The proximity of this feature to the old course of 
the River Brue must have made it useful for the unloading of iron ore. Glastonbury 
owned the iron-rich manor of Pucklechurch at this period, and the isolated location of 
the Mound kept the town and abbey free of the dirty and potentially dangerous 
activity of smithing. Ditch F may have been a small waterway used to bring the by­
products of smithing, and possibly other goods, to the same terminus as that used by 
the canal. This ditch appears to have ceased functioning in the 13th century, or 
possibly slightly earlier, when the Mound was also abandoned. 

CONCLUSION 

The preceding discussion postulates a 10th century date for the construction of the canal, 
specifically during the abbacy of Dunstan between AD 940 and AD 960. This is perhaps 
also the most probable date for the obliteration of any earlier boundaries, represented by 
the smaller ditches found, which may still have been functioning when the canal was built. 

Ditch F, the Mound and, we suggest, the canal, all appear to have become disused, 
at least for practical purposes, by the 13th century. The reason for their abandonment 
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may have been the creation of the Wirral deer park which encompassed all their sites. 
The park is first mentioned by name in a document of 1247 (Watkin 1956, entry 1318) 
and a parker called Robert witnessed a document in 1210 (Watkin 1952, entry 558). 

Before the creation of the park, the entry into Glastonbury from the south would 
always have taken the route followed by the canal, and it was presumably after the 
emparking of this area that the old road was diverted around the south side of 
Wearyall Hill, outside the park 's boundary bank. This route prevailed until the 
early 19th century when the present road was constructed on the bank of the old 
canal . 

EXCAVATIONS AT HERITAGE COURT 

When house construction on land immediately to the west of the White's Garage site 
occurred in 1988, Robert's Homes Ltd , the developers , kindly allowed a small 
keyhole excavation to take place to try to determine whether the canal recorded in the 
Convent Field immediately to the south continued into this area. The trench was 
placed where the canal might be expected to cross the site (Fig. 2). The site code was 
GHC 88, and the full archive has been deposited with Somerset County Council's 
Department for the Environment. A brief note on the excavation appeared in 1988 
(Dennison 1988, 229). 

The only medieval feature discovered was a clay bank with post and stake holes 
associated with 13th and 14th century potsherds. The bank had been cut away to the 
south and sharply truncated on the east by two large pits. These pits dated to the late 
medieval and early post-medieval periods and contained large quantities of animal 
bone including horse skulls; one pit had a layer of wood chips on its base. The pits are 
interpreted as having been part of an abattoir and tanning business. Large quantities of 
bone and skull fragments in the Convent Field 20 m to the south probably reflect 
similar activity. The truncated medieval clay bank may represent either the northern 
edge of the canal or its closed end. 

An intermittent watching brief on construction trenches noted a number of ditch 
sections, probably of the medieval period. 
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