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Laxton motte and bailey castle © Derek Leak

NNAS Excursion to Nottingham, September 2018

deposited. Funerary rites, as likely to have been 
held at Seahenge I and II, were at the centre of 
these traditions. This is the true European earlier 
Bronze Age context of Seahenge I and II and 
those West Norfolk communities.

Conclusion
To summarise, the conference was a great 
success. Speakers covered much ground, 
from discovery, to conservation, display 
and interpretation. The presentations and 
interaction with the audience promoted a 
broader understanding and interpretation 
of these unique West Norfolk earlier Bronze 
Age monuments. Speakers comprised local 
archaeologists and museum colleagues, mixed 
with local community representatives and 
international academics. Questions, discussion 
and debate was held. As the day progressed 
it was clear that a deeper understanding as 
to why Seahenge I was excavated and why 
intertidal monitoring was so necessary after 
1999 (Seahenge II also dating to 2049 BC), 

was all very apparent. This was, and is, an 
internationally important one-off discovery. 
Our knowledge of the British Bronze Age has 
changed because of the discoveries on this 
wind-swept Norfolk beach some twenty years 
ago. West Norfolk was not at the edge of the 
known world but facing outward and well-
connected with earlier Bronze Age European 
elites; the use of the bronze axe and circular 
enclosed monument building, very much ahead 
of its time! 

Whilst there can be no one interpretation of 
this special place on Holme Beach in 2049 BC, 
it is an important place in local community folk 
memory today. This is a discovery well worth 
sharing far and wide. This conference marked 
a new start, an open discussion as to what the 
Seahenge monuments meant to our earlier 
Bronze Age ancestors. All can take part and will 
have ideas for many years and generations to 
come. 

Clive Bond, WNKLAS

At Lynn Museum, John Lorimer provided a table of artefacts and ecofacts from Holme Beach. Delegates whilst visiting the museum 
during the conference day, were also invited to examine John’s collection of lithics, pottery sherds, worked and natural wood from the 
beach deposit. (Photo: M. Neal 2018).

On Day 1, we arrived via Ermine Street to meet 
our guide, Dr Will Bowden at St Martin’s Church, 
Ancaster, within the site of the Roman town he 
has been investigating. Two sarcophagi were 
visible as well as part of the defences. A replica 
of a Three Mother Goddesses sculpture was 
set in the churchyard wall. The church itself 
dates from the later 12th century. Two bays of 
the north arcade exemplify bold and massive 
late Romanesque use of billet and chevron 
mouldings.

We crossed Ermine Street to explore the 
site of the western defences, to be greeted 
by enthusiastic sheep. Having escaped and 
scraped our boots, we continued to the very 
civilised back garden of Ancaster House where 
a local society has been carrying out a series of 
investigations. We were lucky to find not only a 
dig in progress, but to see and handle a display 
of amazing finds: pottery, including substantial 
sherds of a large bowl decorated with a combed 
design, an exquisite, intact animal brooch, 
many small coins and, importantly, a piece of a 
mould for actually producing Samian ware.

We continued by coach for Laxton, by 
which time rain had begun. We met our guide, 

Professor John Beckett at the Information 
Centre where he explained the medieval open 
field system which, uniquely at Laxton, escaped 
enclosure. The three fields, divided in strips, 
survive and are farmed to this day. The layout 
of the fields was clearly illustrated by a full-
scale wall reproduction of the 1635 map made 
by surveyor Mark Pierce and painted on nine 
sheets of vellum (original in the Bodleian).

Professor Beckett was clearly on familiar 
terms with many of the present-day tenants, 
some of them ‘hobby’ farmers, and the 
complications of maintaining this anachronistic 
form of collaboration were hinted at briefly. 
Then out we went to tramp through long grass, 
stubble, uneven furrows, over stiles, as our 
cheerful guide led us through driving rain in a 
circuit of the c.500-acre site.

Day 2 was our introduction to the City of 
Nottingham and urban archaeology. Dr Gareth 
Davies of York Archaeological Trust led us on 
a walk through the Anglian/ Viking Borough, 
having provided us with a sheaf of colour 
photocopies. The maps, showing boundaries 
of these two early phases of occupation 
superimposed on the city’s present layout, 
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Dr Gareth Davies explains the excavations at Nottingham Castle © Derek Leak

were enormously helpful. Maps also showed 
locations of six of Dr Davies’ excavations in the 
area. By experiencing the streets on foot, and 
especially by pausing to look south through the 
mist to the wide panorama of the Trent valley, 
we gained insight into the local topography, 
and the historic importance of the tributary 
River Leen.

Several of the group chose to lunch at the 
historic Olde Trip to Jerusalem Inn, built into 
the sandstone of Castle Rock. We reconvened 
by a statue of Robin Hood at the foot of the 
Castle. The original timber castle was one of 
the first to be built after the Conquest. Rebuilt 
in stone, it has undergone many changes over 
the centuries, was destroyed in 1649 after 
the Civil War, and was rebuilt as a mansion by 
Henry Cavendish, Duke of Newcastle. During 
the Industrial Revolution it was burned down 
in a popular rebellion. Restored in 1875 it was 
opened as the first municipal art gallery in the 
country, outside London.

The gallery is currently being extended 
and the castle closed for two years, giving 
archaeologists an opportunity to investigate 
the site – and another chance for us to witness 
work in progress. We had a grandstand view 

from the castle bridge down to the exposed 
service courtyard where Dr Davies and his 
students had completed work the previous day. 
It must have been quite a challenge to work 
among the various exposed pipes, cables and 
drains. Trenches had been dug where piles for 
the gallery extension will be.

Then it was a short coach trip to the site of 
another of Dr Davies’ projects: Lenton Priory. Set 
in a meander of the River Leen, SW of the castle, 
it was founded c.1106 under the Cluniac Order, 
and would certainly have been one of the most 

splendid monuments in the county. Robbed 
out after the Dissolution, very little of the fabric 
survives above ground, but enough is known 
from excavation to recognise an 11-bay nave, 
east apse and ambulatory and four apsidal 
chapels – in similar style to the Burgundian 
mother church.

Our day concluded with a double surprise 
– the Rock Cemetery, and sunshine with it. 
Now run by the city council, this extensive 
hillside site has provided an important open 
air amenity since the mid 19th century. Built 
over old sandpits and occupying part of what 
was once Sherwood Forest, the excavation 
of graves, ‘catacombs’ and tunnels served to 
give employment to the poor at the same 
time as producing quantities of valuable fine 
sand. Exploring the warren of unused tunnels 
was exciting, requiring the use of torches and 
walking sticks.

On Day 3 we set off for Rufford Abbey to be 
greeted by lively Community Archaeologist, 
Emily Gillott who introduced us to the 
complexities of what appeared to be, and 
had been, a grand country mansion, but had 
originated as an austere Cistercian monastery, 
evidenced by a surviving groin-vaulted 
undercroft. We were then conducted round 
the gardens to inspect some of the collection 
of antiquities, while locals were enjoying a 
relaxing Sunday in the park.

Then to Southwell. After examining an 
impressive display of finds, maps, data and 

illustrations of the work of the Southwell 
Archaeology Group, we were guided by 
member Ellis Morgan round the attractive site 
of their investigations, the Burgage Green, an 
open space of grass and trees surrounded by 
Georgian houses including the former home 
of the young Byron, an ex-House of Correction 
and a maltings.

Thence (after a brief lunch break) to meet Dr 
Chris Brooke at the Minster. He gave a succinct 
account of the building history, pointed out 
the earliest carved capitals, the 11th-century 
St Michael and Dragon lintel reset in the north 
transept, the exposed remains of a tessellated 
floor possibly from the villa underlying, or 
adjacent to, the Minster, and the fragment of 
painting from the Roman bath-house. Then to 
the exquisite octagonal chapter-house with 
its famous carved leaves. Dr Brooke’s scientific 
research is revealing more about the pigments 
originally used in their decoration.

There was time to visit the remains of the 
Archbishop’s Palace before driving to Newark 
where Dr Bowden outlined the complex history 
of the Castle, sited at a point where the Fosse 
Way meets the Trent. The castle was slighted 

A carved corbel at Rufford Abbey © Derek Leak

Writing on the walls in the rock-cut tunnels at the Rock 
Cemetery © Derek Leak

A leafy column head at Southwell Minster © Derek Leak
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Archaeology of the Norman 
Conquest: new directions in 
material culture research in the 
11th and 12th centuries
Alexsanda McClain, Senior Lecturer in 
Medieval Archaeology at the University of 
York, was our speaker for this year’s Sue 
Margeson Memorial Lecture. The lecture 
summarized the genesis and progress of 
the current AHRC-funded research network 
Archaeologies of the Norman Conquest, 
focusing on material culture in the 11th 
and 12th centuries. It looked at the current 
state of research, with examples from 
workshops and case studies, which is moving 
methodologies and interpretative agendas in 
this period forward. 

There has been a truism in archaeology 
that the Norman Conquest is somewhat 
‘invisible’ materially, apart from new castles 
and rebuilt churches — that we can’t see this 
momentous cultural and political change in 
the stuff of everyday life. Dr McClain used a 
number of Yorkshire case studies partly to 
describe continuity and change in styles of 
church architecture but also to illustrate new 
methodological approaches, particularly 
involving the scientific side of archaeology. 
These have allowed archaeologists to use 
human and animal remains and the residues 
of foodstuffs inside pottery remnants to 
probe differences in diet, health, cuisine, 
and consumption practices on either side 
of the Conquest. They highlight that even 
when things like pottery did not apparently 
change at 1066, the way pots were used and 
the things cooked inside them, sometimes 
altered substantially. 

Other materials, like coinage and the 
moneyers who produced them, tell stories 
of both sharp change and disruption (coin 
hoarding around the time of 1066 and the 
Harrying of the North) as well as strategic 
continuity. Moneyers and tax collectors from 
the pre-Conquest period not only maintained 
their positions, but thrived and advanced in 

the new Anglo-Norman world. 
Certain practices, such as fallow deer 

emparkment and hunting and the rising 
consumption of fish and chicken, were 
not introduced by the Normans or due to 
the Conquest, as once thought. They were 
already extant behaviours in elite Anglo-
Saxon society which were adopted by the 
Normans and rapidly accelerated to meet 
their own social goals.

This project is encouraging archaeology 
of the period to move beyond simplistic 
dichotomies of continuity and change, to 
develop new techniques and methods of 
analysis, asking not just what particular 
things changed and what stayed the same, 
but who was making those choices, and 
most importantly why they were, given 
the complex sociocultural process that was 
happening around them. 

You can find out more about the project, 
and follow along with  future work, at http://
www.normanarchaeology.org and on Twitter 
and Facebook on @archaeNC
Edmund Perry, Hon. Secretary

Society Lecture Report – 2 March 2019

after Royalist Newark’s surrender in 1646 and 
restored in the 19th century by Salvin.

Day 4 was back to the Stone Age! One might 
have been sceptical about headlines such as 
‘Sistine Chapel of the Ice Age found at Creswell 
Crags,’ but visiting Church Hole cave with a 
knowlegeable guide equipped with pointer and 
torch, we were able to recognise the incised 
outline of a stag, possible birds or dancing 
women and symbols of a type also found in 
caves elsewhere. The walk through the gorge 
with its many caverns was interesting as was 
the museum and hospitable visitors’ centre.

Our final visit was to Bolsover Castle with 
its elegant architecture and spectacular views 
over a once-industrial landscape. Although 
originally a Norman castle, what we see today 
are remains of the 17th-century country retreat 
of Charles Cavendish, son of Bess of Hardwick. 
The ‘Little Castle’ with its vaulted interior, 
splendid fireplaces and painted rooms evokes 
renaissance notions of aristocratic leisure. What 
looked like a floor-length pictorial tapestry in 
one room turned out to be a photograph of a 

Blickling original, photoshopped and printed 
onto canvas! In the spacious Riding House we 
were impressed by the great oak timbers of the 
roof. Originally these were hidden by a ceiling. 
The third structure on the site is the 11-bay 
Terrace Range housing state apartments where 
Charles1 stayed and attended the masque 
written for that occasion by Ben Jonson.

Many thanks to Dr Bowden for 
masterminding as well as guiding such an 
interesting and varied tour.

Margaret Forrester

Bolsover Castle © Derek Leak

The participants in the shadow of Robin Hood © Derek Leak

Restored Norman west front of Castle Rising church © D. Leak


