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Summary

Lottery funding for the St Neots Town Centre initiative enabled the commissioning of
a Ground-Penetrating Radar Survey over the site of St Neots Priory; a medieval
alien house that was partly excavated in the 1950s and early 1960s by C.F. Tebbutt,
h now lies mostly under modern buildings and car parks, but which is for
st part designated as a Scheduled Ancient Monument. The survey was
out by Cranfield University, with fourteen survey transects placed in three
Taus blocks over the putative site of the west range, north range and kitchens,
t range/chapter house respectively. Responses interpreted as buried wall
1dations were identified in all locations but none could be precisely related to

‘ excavafed features.

The anomalies that were identifed for the most part appeared to be aligned ordinally
with the cardinal compass points, unlike the excavated priory plan which was for the
most part aligned about twelve degrees west of north. A variety of possible
explanations for these were results were considered, including that the original
excavated plan was mis-aligned, but the lafter can be discounted in general terms
as three surviving column bases that still lie below manhole covers, are clearly
correctly mapped. Re-analysis of Tebbutt's excavation report provides some
alternative explanations. His plan is in some cases based on a very limited view of
structures. Additionally he observed but did not fully record other buildings, some of
these were undoubtedly earlier phases of the priory and some were perhaps on
differing alignments. He also planned one large structure to the north of the main
convent that he identified as a late medieval infirmary and which was commonly
aligned with the GPR anomalies. Clearly Tebbutt's plan, although undoubtedly quite
accurate in its depiction of some buildings to the north and east of the cloister garth,
was an over-simplification of a multi-phase complex and it should therefore be no
surprise that below-ground GPR anomalies that represent important archaeological
features exist on other alignments both within the area of the Scheduled Ancient
Monument and perhaps beyond.
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1.2.3

The Project

In July 2009 the St Neots Town Centre Initiative were awarded a grant from the
Heritage Lottery Fund (HLF) for Phase 2 of the St Neots Shared Heritage project.
Building on the success of the Phase 1 project in 2006 an element of Phase 2 was to
extend the research on the 'Lost Priory' (of St Neots) and carry out a Ground
Penetrating Radar (GPR) Survey of the remains of the Benedictine Priory (Fig. 1).
Oxford Archaeology East, as a partner in the St Neots Town Centre Initiative project,
provided the archaeological advice and delivered the work through a partnership with
Cranfield University.

The project aims were to identify as far as possible the extent and survival of
foundations of the priory (as well as other buried remains) through Ground-Penetrating
Radar survey, and where possible to interpret these to create as accurate picture as
possible of the Benedictine monastery. The remote sensing (GPR) results were to be
interpreted in conjunction with the known excavation evidence undertaken by Tebbutt in
the 1950s and 1960s and by Cambridgeshire County Council's Archaeological Field
Unit (now OA East) in the 1990s, to attempt to update the plan of the remains.

The results of the survey are intended to contribute to both ongoing academic research
and to public enjoyment and understanding of the site.

In addition the results will be supplied to English Heritage to inform on the ongoing
management of the Scheduled Ancient Monument.

Archaeological study of St Neots Priory

The Anglo-Saxon Priory

The earliest surviving manuscript to refer to the Saxon priory is the Liber Eliensis which
relates the story of its foundation based on an earlier Anglo-Saxon foundation charter,
stating that the priory was founded in ¢.974 by Bishop Aethelwold: formal foundation
and dedication of the priory appears, however, to be more likely to date to 979-984
(Chibnall 1966, 69). In the Liber Eliensis account, Leofric and his wife Leoflaed
requested that the priory at Ely established monks at Eynesbury. Monks were
dispatched from Ely and Thorney, and 18 hides of land endowed. An inventory of
English saints completed in 1020 lists the bones of Saint Neot as being at rest at the
monastery at Eynesbury (Chibnall 1966, 69).

There is very little documentary evidence for the pre-Conquest priory except that its
post-Conquest successor, newly founded in 1086, immediately received rights to some
tithes in the parish which was a common way of compensating a monastery for lands
formerly in its possession (Chibnall 1966, 70). Amongst the land pleas for the daughter
houses of the Saxon monastery at Ely, however, there are none for land assigned to St
Neots which raises doubts as to the priory's link with Ely and with the account in Liber
Eliensis. There is no mention of St Neots in the Domesday Book, which tends to lend
weight to the argument that the pre-Conquest history was manufactured in order to rival
the story of the origins of the priory of St Ivo at Slepe (St Ives).

No certain archaeoiogical traces of a Late Saxon priory have been found in St Neots.
Tebbutt’'s excavation of the post-Conquest priory did not investigate systematically
below the medieval buildings.
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The Medieval Priory

1.2.4 The later monastery was refounded as a daughter house to the Benedictine Abbey of
Bec by Richard Fitz Wimarc shortly after the Conquest (Chibnall 1966, 70). A new
church was started in 1100 and, in 1113, the priory was formally refounded. By the 13th
and 14th centuries the priory had increased in importance, although by the late 15th
century, the house was in financial difficulties with many of its buildings in poor repair.
This was remedied, however, and the house regamed its status before its dissolution in
1539 (Chibnall 1966, 74).

During the 1950s and 1960s, Tebbutt excavated the foundations of the priory in the
area now given Scheduled Ancient Monument status (Tebbutt 1956, 1966). He
produced a ground plan of the medieval priory with all the standard buildings of a
Benedictine foundation located around its cloister (Fig. 2), the most substantial
buildings being the stone-built chapter house, refectory and dormitory. The south wall of
the Priory precinct was discovered during building works to have been some 10 metres
to the north of the north side of the Market Square, parallel with the present building
line. Around ten metres further north from this line Tebbutt found the robbed
foundations of a large stone-built building with glazed tile flooring which he took to be
the priory church. Although the monastic church would more usually have been located
to the north of the claustral range, the reversal of plan proposed by Tebbutt is not
uncommon. In support of this interpretation Tebbutt also made some observations
regarding the presence of Christian burials on both sides of and beneath the southern
arm of the precinct wall (Tebbutt 1956, 83-85 and fig. 2; 1966, 44-55). These would
clearly be expected to have lain adjacent to the church, but this evidence also
suggested that the extent of this graveyard had changed over time.

The full layout of the priory precinct is not known. The priory gate stood in Priory Lane
until 1814 and a plaque on the current building marks the spot. The south door of the
priory church appears, at least in the late medieval period, to have opened off the
Market Square thereby giving public access to the church's south aisle. With the
convent lying to the north of the church and the main gate being to the west, it is
appropriate to view the buildings as planned by Tebbutt, with the outer court lying also
to the west and the most private spaces of the dorter range being to the east. Further to
the north the priory fish ponds were on the site of the present garden opposite the
Baptist Church in New Street. The positions of some of the other buildings the
monastery needed are uncertain, and although Tebbutt identified the infirmary and
suggested the position of Prior's Lodging, the actual extent seen of each was minimal.

Rather minimal archaeological watching briefs were carried out in 1986 and 1987 on
the site of the present Waitrose store approximately 50m to the east of the conventual
buildings. Despite limited access to much of the site two more burials were found, one
male and one female (Horton and Wait 1989, 11). Both burials were in stone coffins
with decorated lids and appear to date to the 13th century. In 1989, another watching
brief was undertaken during a sewer replacement in Priory Lane, which exposed a
number of burials as well as remains of a building associated with the Priory (Horton
~ and Wait 1989; Alexander and Popescu 2005, fig. 1). Additionally in 1993, excavations
were carried out in advance of a shop extension at Market Square, St Neots (Alexander
and Popescu 2005, 117-126) that exposed the remains of 38 graves, which contained
44 individuals dating from the Late Saxon to medieval periods.

Although there are shortcomings in Tebbutt's work and his idealised plan of the priory
has begn criticised (Haigh 1988), it is still believed that the priory church lay on the
south side of the monastic precinct and that the cloister lay to the north (Spoerry 2000,
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155) . In addition it is clear that where Tebbutt investigated a greater percentage of the
walls or floor plan of buildings, that his interpretation of their extent, form and function
has credence. This applies to buildings mainly in the northern part of the claustral
ranges. Beyond that, however, his excavations were in fact rather minimal in extent
and therefore his interpretations are rather less secure.
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21 Survey strategy

2.1.1 The remains of St Neots Priory lie today beneath either existing buildings or under
tarmac'car parks and roads. In order to gain an insight into the survival and plan of

e required to record any surviving wall alignments, either previously
fied or as conjectured by Tebbutt (1966).

Detailed area surveys were undertaken over a regular grid with traverses spaced at
0.5m or 1m intervals. Profiles collected over the grid were acquired in a parallel fashion.
Processing was carried out using RAMAC GroundVision 1.4.4 software for individual
time-slices. DC offset correction and linear time gain was applied to the radar data to
correct for low frequency noise and amplitude attenuation with distance, respectively.
For gridded survey areas, REFLEX3DScan software was used to generate horizontal
amplitude slices. The survey grid was located to sub-metre accuracy by DGPS (for
example, Trimble GeoXT 2005). The recorded points were downloaded into CAD/GIS
software in order to locate, rectify and analyse the survey results in a spatial context.

The Survey locations were determined by the evidence of previous archaeological
investigations, notably Tebbutt in the 1950s and 1960s and the conjectural plans which
he created from his limited excavations. The transects were positioned to locate the
extensions of major walls in the first instance to test his theory of the layout of the
Benedictine Monastery (Tebbutt 1966) and then either. validate or re-assess this
projected plan.

Ground Penetrating Radar (GPR) Survey Methodology

A Mala Geoscience AB RAMAC/GPR system consisting of shielded monostatic
antenna, CUIl control unit and XV monitor was used to collect profiles with a 500MHz
antenna. The 500MHz antenna was selected as most suitable centre frequency for
obtaining the depth penetration and lateral resolution required for the survey. Gridded
profiles were collected over the site at 0.5m intervals and a station spacing of 0.05cm
and 0.08cm. The nominal location of each gridded area is shown in Figure 3.
Processing was carried out using Reflexw 3D software. DC offset correction and linear
time gain was applied to the radar data to correct for low frequency noise and
amplitude attenuation with distance respectively. In addition, a median filter was used to
sharpen the significant reflections recorded in the dataset.

The underlying geology is comprised Oxford Clay and Oolitic limesone (Geological Map
data © NERC 2008). The GPR responses of these types of geologies is generally
average on depth and target being detected (Gaffney & Gater 2003, 78; EH 2008,
15,28).
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Introduction

A total of 15 gridded areas were recorded along traverses set at 0.5m apart across
selected areas of the car parks.

General responses

The survey conditions at the site were very reasonable for GPR as the ground is under
tarmac. The depth of penetration was generally good with significant reflections
recorded to a two-way travel depth of up to 1.6m.

The top most uniform reflections appear in all GPR profiles represent air waves that are
followed by very distinct high amplitude reflections visible as thick black lines are
derived from the ground waves and are seen up to the depth of 0.4m.

Specific responses

Specific features interpreted from the survey from study of horizontal data slices are
discussed below and are presented in summary form on plan (Figure 4). Grid location
are shown on Figure 3.

Grids 1, 2 and 15 were surveyed across a private car park adjacent to Priory House.
Grids 1 and 2 were 6m wide and 10m long whilst grid 15 was 6m x 6m.

Grid 1 revealed no traces of wall foundations although from the conjectured plan the
westernmost wall of the cellarium should have been detected. No distinctive reflections
were recorded in the resultant data. This is perhaps surprising as here in the northern
part of the range Tebbutt described the building as having surviving floors with the
remains of a wooden medieval door lying on top of them (op. Cit., 39).

Grid 2 revealed a possible linear anomaly 1 at a time depth of 11.38ns (0.20-0.30m)

possibly indicating the presence of a wall-like feature. Diagonally opposing this wall

was a further linear anomaly (light blue line) heading towards the building and probably
denoting the presence of a service. A linear anomaly 2 running in a north-south
direction and parallel to the existing building could indicate the presence of a wall.
Tebbutt described the range here as heavily disturbed to a considerable depth, but also
as having “the appearance of a filled in cellar” (op. cit., 38). It is not therefore clear how
substantial the survival may have been in the 1960s, but the GPR data does suggest
the presence of structures, albeit no on the alignment that Tebbutt recorded.

Grid 15 showed a rectilinear anomaly 3 in the resultant horizontal time slices, which
may indicate the presence of wall-like feature. lts angle is, however at odds with the
conjectured plan of the Priory suggesting that this may not be related. As Tebbutt's
adjacent building was described by him as being poorly preserved and as having been
a wooden structure, a failure to record it in the GPR survey may not be surprising.

Grids 4, 5, 9 were recorded in the Huntingdonshire public car park opposite the
Waitrose store car park. Grid 4 was located over the area conjectured to contain the
remains of the kitchen, and guest hall and associated less substantial structures to the
east. A series of parallel linear anomalies (Fig 4, dashed brown lines) probably reflect
the presence of drains considering there is a drain cover located at the centre of this
gridded area. These were also recorded in Grid 5. At 10.63ns (0.40-0.50m) a rectilinear
anomaly 4 with a curving corner was recorded indicating possible wall remains. If this
relates to the Priory plan then the rectilinear feature appears to link two walls together
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unlike Tebbutt’s plan, which shows an open space between the two buildings and
nothing on this alignment. The lack of any signal response to the remains of the
kitchen and guest hall is very surprising.

G located in the south-eastern corner of the car park, revealed a linear anomaly
! v indicate the presence of the cloister garth as it correlates closely with

and 10-14 were located in the Waitrose store car park opposite to the former

 located in the Waitrose store car park at northern end of the survey area. Two
ear anomalies were recorded in and are spaced approximately 14.5m apart. Their
~ alignment again appears not to coincide with the conjectured plan of the priory. These
features also do not align with any of the buildings and walls on the historic mapping.
Therefore, it is likely that they may resolve as shallow drains.

A substantial linear high amplitude reflection was recorded in the adjacent grid, 7. This
appears to indicate a possible wall alignment possibly relating to the eastern wall of the
monk’s dormitory based on Tebbutt’s plan.

Further to the south, Grid 8 indicated possible remains of a short rectilinear anomaly
(8). This feature appears to not respond to any walls relating to the medieval priory or
those depicted on the historic maps. It is more likely to reflect remains of rubble
underlying the tarmac surface of the car park.

However in Grid 10, a fairly wide linear anomaly was recorded suggesting possible wall
remains as this alignment closely relates to the southern wall of the cistern. However, it
is more likely to reflect a service or drain as it is quite close to the surface.

Grid 11 showed no indications of wall remains. However, near surface reflections were
recorded denoting a drain aligned north-south (blue line). This is in fact a surface drain,
which can be clearly seen in the car park.

Grid 12 indicated a short rectilinear anomaly (11) which may indicate the presence of
possible wall foundation. Other anomalies recorded reflected the same alignment as in
Grid 11.

Grid 13 did not reveal any significant amplitude reflections.

Grid 14 recorded a linear anomaly (blue line) at approximately 0.10m below the
surface. This is likely to denote the presence of a service or a very shallow foundation
of more recent origin than that of the medieval priory remains.
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4 DiscussioN oF RESULTS IN RELATION TO PREVIOUS WORK ON THE PLAN OF ST NEOTs

4.1
411

4.1.3

415

Priory (P. SPoERRY)

The difference in alignment

The GPR survey results provide an intriguing opportunity to re-interpret the whole plan
of the priory. The clearest new information is that almost all of the anomalies, and
hence masonry structures and alignments, identified through the GPR survey appear to
be aligned with the cardinal points of the compass. This is at odds with Tebbutt's
interpretative plan (published in 1966 and here Figure 2) that shows the convent to be
almost wholly aligned about twelve degrees to the west of true north. There is no doubt
that the recent survey work, located using a modern GPS, is correctly positioned and
aligned. This means one of a number of alternative interpretations must be adopted to
explain these differences.

(A) Tebbutt's surveying was wrong

Although there is nothing else in the work of C F Tebbutt to suggest that his surveying
and resultant plans were generally inaccurate, the very nature of his investigations at St
Neots Priory may have introduced error. The excavations were conducted piecemeal
over several years, with small trenches being positioned in what were often small
gardens and yards, sometimes perhaps lacking in good lines of site to fully surveyed
buildings and/or other parts of the priory plan. Such a context could surely introduce
the capacity for error and mis-alignment. A counter-argument can also be made, in that
with so many surviving boundaries surely Tebbutt would have been able to tie-in his
trenches very easily to alignments that were clearly identifiable on the large-scale OS
Maps then available.

(B) Tebbutt's small trenches and narrow view of wall alignments resulted in error in
extrapolation of alignments.

This must be seen as a real possibility in those parts of the priory plan where Tebbutt's
trenches crossed, rather than followed, wall-lines. Without knowledge of most of
Tebbutt's trench sizes and shapes (he only published the outline of lengths of walls he
observed within his trenches) it is hard to be certain whether he was accurate in that
which he published. Clearly where his plan was more completely drawn for actual
observations. of large fragments of wall alignments, then it is more likely to be correct.
This perhaps applies to some buildings north and east of his cloister, but not to
anywhere else on his reconstruction plan.

Reassurance that Tebbutt did not mis-align his priory buildings wholesale through
survey error is provided through the fact that three pillar bases from the centre of a
major stone-built vaulted building, that Tebbutt identified as an undercroft below the
monks dormitory, are still in situ beneath manhole covers in the 'Waitrose' carpark. The
position of these pillar bases has been plotted and overlaid alongside Tebbutt's plan
and modern map data. Reassuringly the position of the surviving remains and
Tebbutt's plan of them match closely, and the alignment of his building seems to be
correct. This is a strong basis to assume that those parts of the convent that Tebbutt
excavated more fully, and which aligned with the cloister, can indeed be assumed to
have been correctly positioned in the 1966 excavation report.

In conclusion it can be suggested that some of the major elements of Tebbutt's plan,
and specifically the alignment of the claustral ranges, seem correct and that where the
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GPR survey has identified anomalies on differing alignments, an alternative origin must
be sought.

A critical assessment of Tebbutt's plan for St Neots Priory and of
~subsequent evidence

21 Where Tebbutt's plan most clearly lacks clarity in terms of general arrangement and
alignment is in its southern and northern thirds.

the south the evidence is very sparse but Tebbutt took this to be the site of the
astic church and the clear evidence for many medieval Christian burials at several
ints under the historic properties here on the north side of the Market Place
ummarised in Alexander et al 2005) certainly suggests him to be correct in general
terms. More specifically Tebbutt's excavations found evidence of a glazed medieval tile
floor where he suggests the western part of the church was (1956 and 1966). If we
assume he was therefore probably correct in regard of this being the site of part of the
monastic church, it is still clear from his plans (Fig 2) that here he saw no substantial
lengths of wall alignments. In fact the recorded fragment of his putative west front of
the church as shown on his composite plan is too narrow as a foundation for such a
major load-bearing structure and is not actually on the alignment he then extrapolated,
being instead positioned almost exactly north-south; therefore aligned with the GPR
anomalies. The narrow trenches from his earlier excavations as described in his 1956
publication could only identify probable robbed wall-lines marked by gaps in the flooring
and/or a basal layer of cobbles and none of these can now give a clearly extrapolated
alignment from the published information. Nor are any of these remains clearly
recognisable as the base of the wall of a major church, but the extensive areas of floors
which had been covered with glazed tiles did itself imply this.

In 1989 archaeologists had a small opportunity to assess whether Tebbutt had correctly
positioned the eastern end of the priory church when a sewer trench that ran east-west
part of the way along Priory Lane was recorded (Horton and Wait 1990). These
investigations confirmed the presence of the northern and eastern walls of a building
that was ultimately floored with later 15th century glazed tiles exactly where Tebbut
proposed the northeastern part of the presbytery of the church would be. A short
distance to the west another wall line might have represented the eastern wall of the
north transept. These findings, although again fragmentary, do seem to confirm that
Tebbutt's plan here, where it was perhaps most speculative, is indeed correct. Despite
this confirmation of Tebbutt's theories proving to be most gratifying for all concerned, a
closer inspection of the 1989 site records suggests that this later generation of
_archaeologists may also have failed to properly estimate the alignment of these
~ buildings. Site plans and records clearly indicate that the correct alignment of the
putative foundation trench for the eastern end wall of the church was not in line with
~ Tebbutt's convent as seen on the published plan (Horton and Wait 1990, 64; Fig. 2) but
ct it aligned close to north-south and therefore with the GPR anomalies described
this report.

,e;,ﬂtwo burials in stone coffins recovered in the 1980s in the Waitrose carparks were
ggested as being wealthy benefactors perhaps buried close to the chapter house or
transept of the church (Horton and Wait 1990, 69). Re-assessment of this
N as shown on Fig 1 places them instead within the eastern end of a chapter
that would have, in keeping with many other religious houses, extended
ards beyond the other buildings in this range. As, for example, explained by
rd-Beer (1958, 28) this position is where the prior's chair would have been, and at
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4.3.1
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4.3.3

his feet would have been buried the most illustrious of his predecessors. It would seem .
logical to deem these burials as being those of two priors, however, the skeletal
analysis suggests one of these individuals was probably female. This latter problem
remains to be explained.

At the northern end of the priory Tebbutt identified a building aligned almost north-
south, thus out of step with the rest of the convent, that he identified as the infirmary.
Whether this functional identification is correct or not, Tebbutt excavated only a very
small part of the structure, but perhaps enough in its southeastern corner for a modern
reader to be reasonably sure that his interpretation of its alignment was correct. Of key
importance is the fact that Tebbutt took this to be an early building, calling it “the first
infirmary(?)” in his report (op. cit. 1966, 43). Further to the north he also found
evidence of perhaps other early wooden buildings.

The major problem faced when revisiting these reports is that Tebbutt's sample size for
many of the buildings he identified was too small for his interpretation of form, function
or alignment to be anything other than speculative. As Haigh stated in 1988 regarding
Tebbutt's plan “his failure to record the evidence for much of his interpretation has
meant that great doubt must be expressed about the actual findings of his excavations”
(op. cit. 76). Haigh meant this in relation to Tebbutt's overall plan of the conventional
buildings, and it is indeed very clear that by removing his interpretative elements and
just studying what he did actually see, that plenty of scope for a variety of versions of
the monastic plan is offered. Again this criticism can perhaps be most fairly levelled at
the reconstruction of the monastic church, for which, when Tebbutt published his
findings, no real data existed other than a general notion of its position. Despite such
negative criticism there is no doubt that Tebbutt did recover the position of the cloister
and some of the buildings in its ranges and, by simple interpretation, he almost
certainly correctly positioned the church in its less usual position on the south side.

A multi-phase monastic plan

A further explanation of the clear differences between the alignment of the GPR
anomalies and that of Tebbutt's priory plan might be that the anomalies are not actually
remains of the priory, but of buildings and structures of later date, now also lost. This
possibility can almost certainly be discounted as none of the historic maps of this part
of St Neots, covering the mid-18th century until the 20th century, show any structures
that would conform to these positions or alignments.

The other obvious alternative is that perhaps the north-south aligned structures
identified as GPR anomalies date to a different phase of the priory development than
that represented by Tebbutt's proposed plan based around a cloister aligned around 12
degrees to west of north. This possibility warrants further consideration.

A religious house that existed for at least four centuries or more, particularly one for
which economic and political fortunes varied as enormously as they did in the case of
Alien Priories like St Neots, would undoubtedly have experienced changes in plan,
building replacement and development. Tebbutt identified phases or rebuild and
revision of use in those buildings that had survived more substantially. In the dorter
range, this included the insertion of a cistern into the most southerly bay of the
dormitory and evidence for the replacement of an upper wooden storey to the range
with at least a stone-vaulted roof to the undercroft. Late medieval internal changes
were also evident in the northern ‘refectory’ range and further to the north again the
kitchen had, according to Tebbutt been subject to “drastic reconstruction” (op. cit., 40)
around 1300 when the already partially altered Norman building was remodelled with a
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ingle span roof replacing the former columns dividing it into four bays. The recognition
of a sequence of seven successive re-flooring episodes within the kitchen serves as a
reminder of the longevity of usage of the structure, with only 12" century pottery
esent at the start of the sequence, and from the floor 4 horizon clear evidence of a
:ange of roofing material from clay tiles to stone tiles, being associated with the major
puild previously identified. In this location Tebbutt also describes the only pre-
nquest feature he idenitified at the site; an east-west aligned ditch that contained
and-made black micaceous pottery and a sixth/seventh century sceatta (op. cit., 41).
of the main kitchen remains Tebbutt identified another poorly-preserved building
eyond that he refers to more ephemeral, probably wooden, structures identifiable
through the presence of the remains of clay floors. North of the kitchen he showed
lan the possible Prior's Lodging, a large, incompletely defined, timber building that
his written description he gives clear dimensions for, but which is only partly
_represented in plan. Further to the north still he showed on plan the ‘infirmary ', defined
in his text as “The First Infirmary (?)". The remains here were of clay floors and
foundation levels of wall lines constructed from cobble stones and occasional pieces of
brown sandstone. He confidently described this as a aisled building, although it is likely
that not much more than part of one possible aisle was actually seen and recorded.
Tebbutt found only 12" century pottery here and in addition he identified more 'black
micaceous' Saxon pottery immediately beneath the foundations. Puzzlingly in exploring
for the rest of the infirmary to the north he indicates that it's walls had indeed been
observed, but that they were badly damaged by later Priory buildings also constructed
here. None of this was, however, recorded properly or planned, presumably because
he had limited access to explore in the gardens of the then Priory House. He did,
however, suggest that the infirmary's foundations were too substantial for a mainly
timber building, but that the absence of any other remains implied that despite the
_rather grandiose foundation plan, the superstructure was never erected.

The overall impression gained from analysis of the remains that Tebbutt excavated and
described is that 'his Priory' is in fact a rather 'fossilised' version of what was
undoubtedly a more dynamic picture. The creation of such a complete plan was a
major achievement, but it was only a best guess and his model becomes increasingly
unreliable the further one moves away from the buildings of the northern claustral
range, the only group that were in fact reasonably completely excavated.

In the area northwards from the refectory Tebbutt clearly identified other, probably
earlier structures in almost every position that remain unplanned, mostly undated and
for which no alignment is known. In addition to these possible early Priory buildings, he
also found Anglo-Saxon remains; the micaceous black 'Saxon' pottery identified by
John Hurst would nowadays be given a date in perhaps the seventh to ninth centuries.
Clearly Tebbutt had barely characterised the full sequence of occupation on the site.

- Conclusions

This apparently harsh critique of the work of C.F. Tebbutt must be tempered with
spect for a very able archaeologist of his generation, whom it seems managed to get
eat deal 'right' about the plan of St Neots Priory.

_ As indicated in various sections above, the excavated and other evidence indicates that
~ over the four or five centuries during which the priory buildings existed there were
clearly different phases of building, with additions to the convent, replacement of
buildings, and perhaps even episodes of major re-planning. Tebbutt's plan postulates
an “early infirmary” on a north-south alignment co-existing with the main convent
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angled twelve degrees to the west. Other early buildings were identified to the north,
as referenced in the 1966 excavation report. There is uncertainty over whether the
foundations of Tebbutt's church were indeed aligned as he proposed as his fragment of
west wall foundation actually seems to have been north-south aligned.

In conclusion the possibility that the plan of St Neots Priory included buildings on
differing alignments is entirely reasonable. In addition it seems likely that there was at
least one episode of re-planning that changed alignment of the main buildings, perhaps
from one aligned cardinally to one aligned twelve degrees to the west. This may have
resulted in a revision of the alignment of the church itself, Tebbutt may have in fact
recorded elements of more than one church building. This could have occurred quite
early in the life of the Priory and it may be that Tebbutt's infirmary represents a survival
from these earlier arrangements. If this were the case then the north-south aligned
GPR anomalies may be interpreted in this context rather than being seen as clear
evidence that Tebbutt and his surveyor S. D. Cox mis-aligned their whole plan.
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