
EXCAVATIONS WITHIN THE VILLAGE OF SHAPWICK 

CJ. WEBSTER 

SUMMARY 

Excavation of a threatened site in the village of Shapwick uncovered evidence for post­
medieval buildings that had been destroyed to enlarge a park. Some of these can be related to 
documentary evidence. Little evidence for the suggested planned Saxon village or other 
medieval activity was recovered. 

INTRODUCTION 

The village of Shapwick lies in a large parish of the same name between the towns of 
Bridgwater and Glastonbury. Part of the parish covers the floodable land of the 
Somerset Levels but most lies on the gentle lower slopes of the Polden Hills. The 
parish has been the focus, since 1988, of a multi-disciplinary survey lead by Mick 
Aston of Bristol University (Aston 1988, 1989; Aston and Costen 1990). The parish 
was chosen for the survey after research had suggested that the village and field 
system may have been reorganised during the late Saxon period (Corcos 1983). 
Further reorganisation occurred from the 18th century onwards as the park attached to 
Shapwick House was enlarged. The progress of this emparkment can be seen on a 
series of 18th and 19th century maps. 

The excavation site lay within a small copse in a corner of the park immediately to 
the west of Shapwick Manor (now a school) at ST 41683845. A proposal to build a 
sports hall created an opportunity to investigate the surviving remains of the village. 
It was hoped that the excavation would indicate the date of the laying out of the street 
system, the nature of the occupation in the medieval and later periods, and the effects 
of the emparkment. Work took place between 23 March and 3 April 1992, and was 
directed by CJ. Webster and R.A. Broomhead for Somerset County Council. 

GEOLOGICAL AND TOPOGRAPHICAL BACKGROUND 

The parish of Shapwick forms a rough square running north from the Polden Hills. 
The northern third of the parish is covered by the peat deposits of the Somerset Peat 
Moors. The slopes to the south are formed of Lower Lias limestones and clays, these 
being represented in the excavation trench in the form of hard yellow/grey clays 
containing bands of varying thickness of slabby limestone. In places the limestone 
slabs appeared to form pavements, but their close jointing showed their geological 
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origin. The village lies on the gentle slopes at the foot of the hills at a height of about 
30mOD. 

HISTORICAL BACKGROUND 

The interface between the Somerset wetlands and higher ground has formed a focus 
for human activity from the earliest times. Many prehistoric finds have been made 
within the parish of Shapwick. In the peat at the northern end several prehistoric 
trackways are known, leading south towards the higher ground, and hinting at the 
presence of a settlement on the drier land (Horner 1990). Roman material occurs as an 
overall scatter across the parish, but fieldwalking has identified at least one 
concentration that may be indicative of settlement (Horner 1990, 12; Gerrard 1989, 
37). Geophysical survey at the site of this concentration has indicated a linear group 
of enclosures with occupation within them (Webster and Croft 1991, 140, Fig. 2). 

Little is then known of the parish until the late Saxon period when the fieldwalking 
material is enhanced by documentary evidence . A charter of AD 729 probably 
includes Shapwick as part of a large estate given by King Aethelheard to Glastonbury 
Abbey. Corcos (1983) has suggested that this estate may have been based on a 
Roman, or even earlier, landholding. The settlement pattern was probably dispersed at 
this time but later the estate coalesced into nucleated units. Shapwick was one of 
these units and had an open field system around the village by the post-conquest 
period. The parish was still held by Glastonbury Abbey, and the change in farming 
system is likely to have been a deliberate act, possibly accompanied by the creation of 
a planned village (Corcos 1983 ). A possible context for such changes is provided by 
the monastic reforms of the 10th century, which at Glastonbury are associated with St 
Dunstan. 

The village plan seems to have been based on two north-south streets, running 
either side of a small stream, with cross streets connecting them. This rectilinear 
pattern is also seen at the north Polden villages of Cossington, Woolavington and, 
particularly, Edington. The pattern at Shapwick has been distorted by changes in the 
post-medieval period caused largely by the enlargement of the park at Shapwick 
House. Evidence of the progress of this emparkment has fortunately been preserved in 
a series of eight 18th century maps of the village (Aston 1990; Corcos 1983, Fig. 1 ). 

Shapwick House is the site of the original manor house but during the medieval 
period the manor was split (Costen 1989; Aston pers. comm.) and a new manor house, 
known as Shapwick Manor (later Down House, and now Shapwick School), was built 
in the village (Fig. lb). This house lies across the former line of a cross street, and 
occupies two plots. The present excavation took place immediately to the west of the 
house where, on a map of 1764 (Fig. 2b ), two house plots are shown on each side of 
'Holes Lane ' , the road that appears to have been truncated by the building of the 
manor house. One building is marked in each of these four plots, the buildings being 
shown as lying in the corner adjacent to the road on the west side of their respective 
plots. The plots are numbered 36 to 39 on the map. Other Shapwick maps from the 
same decade show a similar state of affairs. 

Ten years earlier, the map evidence indicates the existence of three buildings on the 
south side of the road, in one plot, and two on the north side in two plots (Fig 2a). 
Only two of the buildings are shown with chimneys. If the maps accurately reflect the 
situation at the time then there must have been a great deal of fluidity in the village 
plan. It is, of course, possible that the differences between the maps are simply a 
reflection of the limited aims and methods of the surveyors. This seems particularly 



A 

C 

0 

Excavations at Shapwick 

Bristol Channel 

(---------
{ 

I 

L==== = ------------ ,,_--::-:. 
I 

-- ======-=.:::-== - - - -- T..!_ -E·"• .._....,iiJ 

20m 

i 
I 
I 

_{__ 

I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 

119 

Fig. 1 Location of the site: (a) Somerset, showing the parish of Shapwick; (b) The village on the 2nd 
edition 6 in. Ordnance Survey map (revised 1902) showing the location of the excavation; (c) The 

excavation showing estimated positions of features recorded on early maps. 

likely of the maps from the 1760s on which all the houses are shown in a stylised 
manner. 

By the time the tithe map was made in 1842 (Fig. 2c) much of this area had been 
emparked - Aston (1990) notes that the buildings have been partly erased on the map 
of 1785 - but two of the plots are still indicated (parcels 36 and 37 on the map of 
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Fig. 2 The site on the early maps of Shapwick: (a) 1754 (SRO, DD/SG 36); (b) 1764 (SRO, DD/SG 41 ); 
c) Tithe map, 1842 (SRO, DID/Rt); (d) 1 st edition I :2500 Ordnance Survey map (surveyed 1885). The 

maps of 1754 and 1764 were originally drawn with south at the top and have been inverted here. 

1764). The westernmost plot (parcel 37) is shown empty, with a pecked line 
indicating the northern boundary. It is described as an orchard in the tithe award. The 
other plot (parcel 36) is shown with a building in the north-west corner and a sub­
dividing wall running south-east from the building. The plot is described as 'Barn and 
Bartons ' in the tithe award. The present barn in the next plot to the south seems to 
have been built by this date. To the north, a boundary runs along the northern edge of 
parcel 39 and then away to join the stream. 

On the 1 st edition of the 1 :2500 Ordnance Survey map, surveyed in 1885 (Fig 2d), 
all trace of the plots has gone and only a sinuous boundary is shown crossing the area. 
The boundary does not seem to coincide with that shown on the tithe map. Nor does it 
coincide with the present straighter boundary, which lies to the west of the line 
surveyed in 1885 and encloses some trees shown at that date. A low bank observed 
during the excavation does , however, follow the Ordnance Survey boundary. 

THE EXCAVATION 

The excavation area (Fig. 3) is currently wooded but contains only a few mature trees . 
The position of the proposed sports hall was measured and an irregular area, between 
the trees, machine-stripped of topsoil and vegetation . Several test pits had been dug 
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Fig. 3 Plan of the excavation. 
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and back-filled for engineering purposes and these were apparent on the surface. 
Archaeological deposits were noted at very shallow depth and in some places stones 
were exposed by the removal of the leaf litter. The entire machined surface was 
manually cleaned. 

Much of the area was covered by extensive spreads of small cobbles. These lay 
directly on natural clay. The cobbles appeared to be one of the stratigraphically 
earliest features on the site, and no features were observed beneath them in the areas 
where they were archaeologically removed. The discovery of a 15th century pot 
which had been broken by the laying of the cobbles provides a terminus post quern for 
the cobbles (see below). 

At the northern end of the site, a thick layer of small stones (3) indicated the 
position of the road. The stones had been deposited in a hollow (41) some 0.5 m deep 
which probably represents an earlier eroded roadway surface. No layers were 
observed in the stones which appear to have been dumped in a single operation. Few 
finds were made but all were post-medieval and suggest a 17th or 18th century date 
for the deposition of the stones. Along the southern edge of the road ran a wall (2), 
although most of this had been robbed for stone and survived only as a trench (30). 
The western ends of the road and the wall had been removed by a modern test pit. 
Another wall (48) ran along the north side of the road which was located by an 
extension to the trench. The walls were 4.2 m apart at this point. To the north of the 
wall were further areas of cobbles (51) which sealed a small pit (50) containing large 
quantities of slag. It is possible that this pit related to the earlier, medieval , use of the 
area (see below). Another pit (32) was located to the south of the road but contained 
no dateable artefacts. The road appears to coincide with that called 'Holes Lane' on 
the map of 1764 and a westward extension of its southern wall (2) lines up with the 
boundary shown on the tithe map and the 1 :2500 Ordnance Survey map of 1885. 

To the south of the road where it left the excavation was an area of vertically set 
(north-south) stones ( 17) with a northern kerb of stones running east-west. The 
stones seem to have been pressed into the natural clay and probably once extended to 
the east for some distance: a line of depressions in the clay indicated a continuation 
of the kerb. This eastern end was very disturbed. At the very western edge of the site 
a possible southern kerb was noted which would have given the feature a width of 
1.2 m (4 ft). 

South of the feature lay an outcrop of natural rock and to the east of this a large pit 
(34) had been dug, possibly to quarry the stone. The base of the pit contained several 
complete large cooking pots of late 13th or early 14th century type. The upper fills of 
the pit also contained medieval pottery including a green-glazed jug. The whole of the 
pit had been very disturbed by a tree which bad taken advantage of the deeper soil. A 
badly disturbed stone drain (16), probably associated with post-medieval features, 
was observed to the south of the pit. 

At the southern end of the site another complex of features was revealed. A further 
area of vertically-set stones was located, forming a floor (14) with a double line of 
squared stones forming a kerb (15) to the north. The stones for the floor were smaller 
than those used for the other, similar, area ( 17) and were very disturbed. Running 
across the floor was a robbed wall (22/23) which crossed the site from north-west to 
south-east. It seems likely that the wall continued to the north-west although this 
could not be conclusively proved because of disturbance. For the same reason it was 
impossible to prove the relationship between the floor and the robbed wall, but if the 
wall is the same as that shown on the tithe map then it is late in the sequence. The 
area to the south of the floor (14) was again rock but appeared to have been levelled 
to form a platform level with the floor. 
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The wall (22/23) cut through several features to the south-east. The first of these 
was a stone-lined well (26) 0.7 m in diameter and at least 1.5 m deep. The well had 
been filled with loose stone and earth and was not fully excavated. No finds were 
recovered. At the southern end of the site the wall-trench cut through a well-made 
stone hearth (11 ), measuring 1 .4 m by at least 2 m, set into a hollow cut in the rock. 
To the north of this feature an area of rubble may indicate the remains of the building 
associated with the hearth. To the south, the natural rock was encountered again 
forming a level platform which may have been part of the floor of the building. A 
badly disturbed stone-lined drain (13) crossed this area. If the hearth had been in a 
chimney, there was no sign of the wall; but the presence of a dressed stone forming an 
edge to the hearth on the north side may indicate that it opened in this direction. Many 
features in this area, including the east ends of the wall and drain, were obscured and 
disturbed by a large tree. No sign of the wall was seen to the east of the tree but the 
wall shown on the tithe map turned at this point. 

To the north of the wall and hearth, the lower half of a large pot of 15th century 
date was discovered. Approximately half of the pot remained, pressed into the natural 
clay for about 50 mm with no visible cut. The upturned base of the pot had been 
broken when the cobbles had been laid in this area as sherds were found mixed with 
them. If the pot had some ritual function (Merryfield 1987) it is likely to have lain 
within a building and if so is the earliest evidence for a structure on the site. 

The latest feature on the site was a trench (31) which contained a lead water pipe. 
This had been used within living memory to supply the water to Shapwick House 
from a cistern fed from the stream to the south of the site. 

THE FINDS 

Pottery 
The largest proportion of the pottery (53 per cent) was recovered from the top-soil 
and very few diagnostic sherds were recovered from stratified contexts. Almost all of 
these were common 18th century types, both local and imported. In consequence a 
detailed pottery report is not presented here, but the material is being compared to that 
recovered by Dr C. Gerrard from fieldwalking in the parish and will be published in a 
future Shapwick Project Report. 

Small Finds 
Almost all the small finds came from the topsoil and were of 19th century date. The 
stratified finds were: 

1. Copper alloy jeton. Issued by Hans Kravwinckel c. 1586-1630. (Mitchener 1988, No. 
1506). Road metalling (3). 

2. Antler tool (Fig. 4). 'Y' -shaped tool of red deer antler found broken in two pieces. Both 
the upper arms of the 'Y' have been cut to a point and an oval hole has been cut through 
the centre, presumably for hafting. Transverse cuts are visible on both sides, around the 
hole, but do not seem to be associated with the cutting of the hole. The interior of one end 
of the hole and the ends of both the prongs have been polished by use. The base appears to 
have been used as a hammer. Although the tool was found in a pit interpreted as a quarry, 
the polishing suggests that the tool was not used for levering stone. The damaged end and 
final breakage may, however, indicate its use for hammering. MacGregor (1984) discusses 
examples from Britain and the Low Countries which are believed to have functioned as 
rakes or hoes and exhibit polishing on the points and hafting hole. All known examples are 
Roman in date (MacGregor pers. comm.) and it is possible that this tool was discovered 
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during stone robbing of a Roman building and used as a hammer in the medieval period 
until it broke. Fill (39) of medieval quarry-pit (34 ). 

INTERPRETATION 

Medieval 
Very few medieval finds were made during the excavation with the exception of those 
from the quarry (34) and its surrounds . It is probable that the pit (50) was also 
medieval in date as it predated the cobbles. There was no evidence for any domestic 
activity on the site and no indication that the road was in existence in the medieval 
period (see below). Even if structural evidence had been removed by later activity, 
more residual artefacts should have been found if the area had been intensively 
occupied. It therefore seems likely that the area remained open and used for quarrying 
and, perhaps, metal-working. 

Nothing was found in the excavation to confirm the suggestion that the village plan 
was laid out in the late Saxon period, but it remains a possibility that the roads were 
laid out and the plots remained unoccupied. The road had been hollowed before the 
metalling was added and was presumably in existence before the manor was built. It 
is possible that the name 'Holes Lane ' refers to the medieval quarrying in this area. (I 
am grateful to Bob Croft for this suggestion .) 

Post Medieval 
There was no dating evidence for the road earlier than a jeton (dated to c. 1600) found 
in the metalling . The metalling was presumably a response to the progressive 
hollowing of the road and should probably be associated with the laying out of the 
plot walls. Most of the area of the excavation lies within parcel 36 on the map of 1764 
(Fig. 2b). If this plot and its neighbour were of equal size, the boundary between them 
would have lain outside the excavation area to the west (see Fig. I c for possible 
boundaries). 

If the building is shown in the correct location on the map of 1764 it would have 
lain in the area of the stone floor ( 17) and it is possible that this formed a base for a 
wall made of some other material. There was, however, no sign of a wall forming the 
eastern end of the building and this suggests that the maps do not show building 
locations accurately. If such is the case, the flooring (17) may have formed some 
specialised area in the yard. 

The building that must have stood around the hearth ( 1 1) is not indicated in this 
location by the 18th century maps. The nature of the hearth indicates a domestic 
building of some quality which had certainly gone out of use by the time of the tithe 
survey in 1842. It is possible that the well was associated with this building. Finds 
indicate that the fireplace was probably built during the 18th century. The area of 
flooring and levelled areas of rock may be flooring associated with this building as 
they lie at the same height as the hearth. If this building is not one of those shown on 
the maps, it must have been built between the date of the last 18th century map and 
the tithe survey. It is possible that it may have been constructed to replace a building 
demolished in the emparkment of c. 1790. The lack of evidence for constructional 
features of the building may indicate that it was of wooden construction. By the time 
of the tithe map the building had gone and the wall (22/23) crosses the area. At the 
west end of the wall the map also shows a building of which no trace was found. This 
building can presumably be identified with the barn referred to in the tithe 
apportionment and may well have been a wooden structure. 
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It is clear that the demolition of the buildings to form the park was very thoroughly 
carried out, and that the walls and floors were robbed and the stone removed from the 
site. The south-east plot may not have been cleared at the same time and may 
gradually have gone out of use, perhaps as a consequence of restricted access . 
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