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ST. MARY-THE-LESS, CAMBRIDGE

INTRODUCTION

Orme aspect of the Plarming conditions for am extension to
the vestry within the churchyard of St.Mary-the —-less was that
prior to the extension, a trial excavation withinm the relevant
area should be carried ocut to recover anything of archaeclogical
significance. This work was conducted by the Cambridgeshire
County Council Archaeclogical Section between the Z2ist and 23vd
May 19390. The project was furnded by the Parochial church courncil,
and there was some expectation that the foundations of the
earlier chwech might bhe wcoovered.

BACKGROUND
Fragmernts of Anglo-Saxon  interlace grave slabs built intao
the south wall of the presernt 19th cenmtuwry vestry may imply

Saxon begirmings, but the first substantial evidernce pertains to
a “later pericd. Documentary sources (Cur. Reg. R.v. 29) indicates
that the origin of the church dates at least back to the mid—-12th
century, which is supported by architectwal evidernce from the
west tower, specifically the east wall and tower arch of small
pebble—rubble comstructiorn, as well as a Morman stone chevron
reset in the south-—west angle of the tower. The most rnotable

aspect o f this 12th century church, then Krizwn as
St. Peter—-without-Trumpington Gate, was 1its orientation iri
comtrast with the later building. It lay accuwrately aligned
east-west, whereas the later church is i e =

east-north—-east /west—south-west.

In 1286, uporn  the foundationn of the first college in
Cambridge, the chuwrch was appropriated as the college chapel and
gave its name -to the college, Feterhouse. The appropriaticon was
however contested by the former cwners of the advowson, St.Johns
Hospital (established about 1208, and upon which St.John’s
College was later founded), But they lost the dispute, and From
1233940 urntil 1632 the church was used as a chapel by Peterhouse.
Yet by the time the college had safely wonm the patronage, the
chureh had fallerm into a state of disrepair, and so between 1340
and 1352, the church was largely rebuilt along a rnew orientatiorn,
perhaps aligrned with the college, and finmally rededicated to the
Virgin Mary. However, it is rot impossible that  much of the
former church still stood, foi-the. sixth bay was rot built uanmtil
the 13th cerntury; inside the church can be seern evidence for a
former chancel arch, at exactly the paoirnt where the rew building
would have met the old (ie. the sixth bay), and outside at the
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same point are buttresses of  much  thicker and  rougher
proportions. Certainly the original tower appears to have been
retained (see fig.l).

Thus, irn  the 15th centuwry, the rew church was extended
westwards, demclishing all of the origimal Movrman church save the
towery inm the same century, three charntry chapels were added, one
o the rorth side and  two on the south, all by masters of
Feterhouse.

The most recent phase of construction dates to the late 19th
arid early 20th century, whern the tower had fallern o was pulled
o, and a rnew vestry was built (1832, two of  the chantry
chapels were demolished, and a rnew southern one was erected
(1931). ‘

EXCAVATION STRATEGY AND RESULTS

Giveryn the limitations of documentary and architectural
evidence, particularly for pre—-Norman times, archaeclogy is &
major if not sole source of historical informatiorn, arnd recently
it is proving especially informative on early chuwrch development,
oftern refuting conventiornal wisdom. The wvestry alteration at
Little 8t. Mary’s involved arn extension 2 metres westwards, with
new foundatioms to a depth of at least a metre; consequently,
two sondages (1 x 2m) were cut at either end of the western side
of the vestry, to Trescue’ any archaeclogical informatiom that
might be present. _

The test trenches were excavated by hand, with three pecople
irn  three days. Most of the features were revealed in the first
day, and were common to both frenches. They were disappointingly
modern (see fig.2). Two ceramic drains asscciated with the vestry
gutters lay less tharn half a foot berneath the flower-bed topsoil,
with a packinmg of clinker; at the same level are the gravel
fourndations or remains of a former path, which goes vound  the
bhack of the church. Fresently, the course of the path is marked
by paving slabs, but it follows the origirnal one which is marked
an the 1:85 inch 0S8 map of 188&, before the vestry was built. Two
alternate layers of pgravel (ircluding a great deal of brick
fragments ) and scil, just under a foot in thickrness, make up the
path. Both the flower—bed, which lies between the vestry and the
path, arnd a rnarrow slit trench for a water pipe cut through these
foundations (see fig.3).

Berneath all these features lay mixed taoapsoil, the
accumulated build-up typical of a graveyard. This thick layer of
grave—-earth was followed down to about a metre in depth over the
rnext two days, and contained a great deal of disarticulated bores
of the humawn body {(which have beer retuwrred for reinterment), and
to a lesser extent amimal boves,, as well as byoken bottle glass,
clay—-pipes, ironm nails, handles arnd coffin plates, and
eartherware pottery and brick. OFf rather more interest are two
pieces of probably post-medieval brovzewsrk (a  large-headed pin
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and an evoluted ringlet) and a few sherds of early Medieval
COArSEWare, including Thetford arnd St.bhects ware pottary
(11ith~12th century). (see fig.4).

The greater the depth, the less artefacts were found, ard
there was a proporbiomate increase  in human boone, SNE
semi-—articulated, as well as intact skulls. The bottom of the
grave—earth was not reached, but a small bore-hole indicated that
it comtinued down at  least ancther half a metre. Since the
foundations for the externsiorn were unlikely to go deeper than
this, there was rno necessity to reach undisturbed subscocdil.

Only one possible feature lay within this matrisx, a thin
narrow  barnd of compact chalk/lime which ran east-west in the
south trench (B). Its furnctionm is urknown.

DISCUSSION

The results from the test trenches therefore revealed very
little regarding *the earlier history of the chuwrech - @ nfo
foundations were discovered, and the presernce of 8t.Nects ware
pothtery, although Saxo-Norman and dating to arcund the 12th
century, merely corroborates a Novrman date, and gives no pasitive
indication of pre—Normarn activity. It alsco supports RAddyman  and
Eiddle’'s settlement pattern (based on pottery distributicor) for
late Saxon Cambridge, falling within the southerm—most settlement
area just scuth of the King®’s Diteh (Addyman and Riddle, 1365
F4-33) . .

The main reasons why nothing significant was found appears
to be twofold., First, grave-digging would have destroyved most of
the sub—-surface features i the churchyard at Little St.Maryls is
very small, and the graves, which jostle amidst a profusion of
wild flowers, lie very claose to the church itself. HMoreover,
because of limited space, a practice of exhuming bodies every
fifty years to make room for mew interments, would have increased
disturbarce of soil. This contirnued upto the mid-19th century,
wher all burial within the churchyard ceased. Alsao, if extra soil
wasg brought in from outside for garden purposes, it would  build
up the depth of toapscil, and may account for the fact that
subsoil and associated features were rnot found after a metre of
diggivg. -

Secondly, from the orientaticn of the upstanding remains of
the origimal Norman church of St. Feter, it seems unmlikely fthat
arny foundatioms could be expected to appear in the test trerches.
If arny swrvive, they probably lie at the western end of the
church, either under the rnave and just cutside the rorth wall, ov
urder the modern vestry as well { a dowser and member of  the
congregation  at St.Mary—-the-less, has indeperndently come to the
same conclusior, as well as laocating the twos chamtry chapels
which were demolished, arnd possibly an apse at the eastern end of
the church.) The foundations. of the vestry, wncovered by the
ascndages, extended beyornd the 1.2 metre deep btrernch, with  Four
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couwrses of brickwork on top of a mortar—rubble Fill, laid into &
deep, tapering trernch. These foumdations would also have caused a
certain amcunt of damage to any archasclogical features.

Simce the trial excavation was rescue-orismtatsd rather than
research-orientated, there is mnothing lamentable in the dearth of
imformation recovered, although rmegative evidence 1s  still
avidernce. The e=arly history of Little St. Mary?’s still awaits
elucidat ion.

Gavin Lucas
1/6/90
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APPENDIX I
Catalogue of Finds

N.B. No bones are listed below, since they were returned for
reinterment, and there was no time for studying them or properly
distinguishing the few animal bones from the majority of human
remalns.

Trench A

context L[O11] layer of topscil; 0.3-0.3m deep, mid grey-—brown,
: friable loam, occcasiornal small-larpe pebbles.

olay pipe stems (11)

glass fragmerts (8)

ivorm nails (49

oyster shells (2)

iron block (1)

clay pipe bowl (1)

willow patterrn ceramic sherds (2)
urglazed earthernware sherds (3)
stoneware sherd (1)

glazed eartherware sherd (1)
St. Neots ware sherd (1)

context [02] path foundations; two alternate layers of;
a) light vyellow-brown, loose gravelly sand
b)Y dark grey-brown, compact sandy silt
both with cccasional small-large pebbles.
Overlaid and cut by [013, cut by L[O3]

clay pipe stems (10)

glass fragments ()

oyster shells (3)

glazed earthenware sherds (4)

urnglazed eartherware sherd (1)

bronze evoluted rivglet (1) ~ see fig. 4

context [031 water—pipe trenchj; (0.38x0.65m) mid greenish
grey-browrn/light yellow-brown friable gravelly
lmam, with freguent small-large pebbles.
Overlaid by [0D11, cuts [02]1 and L[O041.

clay pipe stems ()

white stomeware sherd (1)
nlazed sarthernware sherd (1)
Thetford ware shevd (1)

context L[O4] layer of grave—earth; »1.6m deep, mid grey-brown
compact—friable sandy loam, with cccasional small-
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Trench B
context [013]

context [O23

context L[03]

context [043

context L[05]

large pebbles. Overlaid by [011 and [021, cut by
Lo3].

coiry old pernrey (1)

clay pipe bowl (1)

glass fragments (48)

clay pipe stems (29)

unglazed sarthenware sherds (2)
willow pattern ceramic sherds (3)
white stoneware sherds (3)
alipware sherds (3)

glazed esarthernware sherds (8)
ivon coffin plates (3)

iron nails (15)

marble (1)

oyster (1)

lead strip (1)

conper strip (1)

Thet ford ware shards (3
St. Neots ware sherds (3) - see fig.4
Early medieval coarseware sherds (8) - see fig.4

{same as trench A)

drairn—-pipe trernch; light grey-—-brown loam, with
freguent small stones and clinker. Cuts [0473.
glass fragments (5)

iron nails (3)

clay pipe stem (1)

silver (?) plate (1)

willow pattern ceramic sherd (1)

Wadsworth (Cambridge) ceramic, mineral water
bottle (1)

{same as trench A2

irom stake (1)
copper plate (17

{same as trench &)
irom coffin handle {(silvered 7)Y (1)
white stormeware sherd (1)

bronze large—headed pin (1) - zee fig.4

White chalk/lime-border, hard with fragmernts of
clunch and tile (0. 1-0.340.07m).
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APPENDIX II
Watching Brief

Betweern the 24th May and the Ith Jure 1330, work oo digging
the foundations for the vestry externsicon was urnder freguent
chservation by members of the archaeoclogy secticn at Shire Hall,
in case anythirg of interest shouwld appesr that owre trenches
misged. The footing trernch being excavated essentially cormected
our two trenches at the western ends, and was of roughly the same
proport ions, that is a metre deep and a metre wide, leaving &
large rectarngular baulk standing free except alorng the eastern

side where 1t butts the present vestry. The only features
discovered were twa brick vaults, {at least orne of which was made
o i three tiers), about O.lm bereath the surface and descending

to a depth of about Z2m below the suwrface, where they rested on
subsoil. Orme was situated at the southery corrmer of the bullders
trench, the other in the middle, orientated east-west. Separating
each tigr of the middle vault were shtons slabs, and  within the
top  one  at lesast, lay an articulated skeletorn with the decaved
remains of the coffin., As I understand, these vaults are to be
left urndisturbed, and & deeper Irernch dug arcund them for a
concrete infill., Certainly aone of the interesting facts that came
ot of this was the discovery of subsoil, and herce the depth of
grave-—earth - betweern 1.8 and Zm.

Gavin Lucas
&/ &/ 30



