The Excavation of the Manor House Complex at
Croxton Kerrial
Introduction
At some point in the late 12th or early 13th century, a servant at the Lord's
Manor House at Croxton Kerrial was sent out to obtain some water from the
well next to the kitchen. He lowered a green glazed jug by rope into the well to
collect the water, but disaster struck, under the weight of the water the handle
broke, plunging the jug four metres to the bottom of the well. We have no way
of knowing what the consequences were for the unfortunate servant, possibly a
period cleaning out the garderobe, but we do know that the jug lay out of sight
and undisturbed for over six hundred years until rediscovered in the twenty first
century.
It was in the kitchen of my house on Middle St in Croxton that the
mystery of the missing Manor House of Croxton Kerrials was revealed. I say
missing, but that is not strictly speaking true, it can’t have been missing a no
one in the village knew that it had existed in the first place.
During my researches for this book, I began to find
tantalising clues
which indicated that there had definitely been a medieval manor house at
Croxton, unfortunately none gave any indication of its location. None of
antiquarian sources such as Burton (1642) and Nichols (1831) in their
descriptions of the village mentioned the existence of a manor house, although
intriguingly the Rev Hanlon, in his 1980s brief history of the village, does record
his belief that the building was somewhere on the Knipton road.
The evidence for the manor houses existence comes from various
documents in the archives of Belvoir castle, the first clue being in a document of
1176, recording that Hugh Porter, the lord of the manor at the time, granted all
his demesne land (the land he farmed directly, not through tenants) in the
village to Croxton Abbey, ‘except his mansion’. Around a hundred years later, in
1245, Nicholas de Criol is recorded as living in the manor house, but we have
wait almost 250 years until the next mention in 1519, when Richard Mawburn
paid £8 for the Grange (the manor house with the demesne land in Croxton,
Knipton and Harston). The Grange is recorded as being uninhabitable nineteen
years later, but in 1547 a widow, named as Jane Turton, was living rent free in
the ruined kitchen, it seems likely that she was the widow of a tenant, who,
when her husband died lost her home. George Pilkington held the site of the
manor or grange in 1559, but it is recorded that there ‘was no longer a mansion
house’. The site of the manor house is mentioned a further four times until the
17th century when it disappears from the records.
Where was the manor house? In order to locate the site in 2011 the
Framland Local Archaeology Group (FLAG) decided to undertake a geophysical
survey of two possible fields in the village. One field was in the centre of the
village and the other was on the most likely site for the centre of medieval
secular power in the village, adjacent to the symbol of ecclesiastical power, the
village church. It was at this latter location that we hit the jackpot. Whilst group
members had their lunch Alan Morris who had carried out the geophysical
surveys, had a ‘eureka’ moment and called us all in to view the survey results the remains of an extensive range of substantial masonry buildings. We already
knew that, whatever these buildings had been, they were certainly over 200
years old, as no structures were shown in this field (called Pinfold Leys) on the
1799 estate map.
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3 D Resistivity survey of Pinfold Leys field adjacent to Croxton church
showing the remains of the manor complex

The First Season - Excavation Begins and the Manor House is
Discovered
The only way to ascertain whether these were really the remains of the
manor house was to excavate. So in April 2012 after having obtained
permission from the landowners Belvoir Estates and concluded a rental
agreement with the tenant, FLAG began the excavations.
The initial excavations were very promising. The first trenches, 1, 2 & 3
immediately struck archaeology in the form substantial stone wall foundations,
together with a small number of sherds of 13th/14th pottery and a number of lead
musket balls. These foundations subsequently proved to be the remains of a
large barn.
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Layout of the first excavations
However, the low number of finds indicated that this was not the manor
house itself. Excavation was therefore moved westwards to trench four and it
was here that we hit the jackpot. A full seasons excavation in this area
uncovered the medieval hall of the manor complex complete with the lords
private chamber and garderobe (toilet). Exclusively for the lords family's use,
this would have been the only one in the village, other villagers would have
used earth closets or the open fields. A doorway from the hall is believed to
have accessed a timber staircase to the first floor private chamber. Numerous
finds of medieval pottery in this area were identified as Nottingham green ware
and shelly ware from the 13th/14th century including the remains of drinking
vessels, these dates were consistent with the documentary evidence for the
manor house.
When the garderobe was cleaned out it revealed a mass of animal bones
thrown down over the centuries together with a broken medieval drinking jug
and oyster shells. A number of unexpected finds from within the great hall
included two sherds of early Anglo Saxon pottery, from the 6th/7th century,
hinting at possible pre conquest hall on the site, together with a sherd of heavily
abraded Roman Samian ware. This was most likely deposited in the field as
part of Roman rubbish disposal, from a nearby dwelling.
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View of the medieval hall with the private chamber in the foreground the hall behind
and the kitchen at the far end

The magnificent medieval private garderobe
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Doorway in the north wall of the great hall giving access to the upstairs
solar

Season Two - The kitchen is uncovered and treasures are
rescued from the well after being hidden for eight hundred
years
As the second seasons excavations progressed in 2013, further fascinating
details of the manor house were revealed, these included three hearths in the
great hall complete with ashes and
burnt stones, which seemed to have been used in sequence. The hearth in the
middle of the hall first, when the smoke would have exited through a louvre in
the thatched roof or possibly through the thatch itself. Then a smaller hearth
seems to have been built against the south wall, which was later incorporated
into a much larger hearth in the same position. Puzzlingly, as can be seen from
the photograph there was no sign of any chimney structure either inside or
outside the hall. This absence was eventually explained by one of the many
visitors to site who suggested that the chimney had been built out of wattle and
daub, clay and straw. Whilst this sounded far fetched he produced a number of
photographs of old buildings with such chimneys demolished in Nottingham in
the 1960's. Providing such structures a well maintained and repaired regularly it
seems they are perfectly practical.
The kitchen area was also uncovered complete with a beautifully constructed
stone drainage duct. Unfortunately, much of the kitchen appears to either
underneath a very large ash tree or has been heavily truncated by a widening of
the adjacent road probably in the 19th century.
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The kitchen area showing the drainage duct and well
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A wattle and daub chimney
However, the star find in the 2013 season was discovered literally by
accident, when one of the excavators walking over a well trodden area of
ground tripped over a stone which turned out to be the lip of a well. A prolonged
excavation, which required continuous pumping, uncovered a well built, un
mortared, masonry lined shaft one and a half metres in diameter and four
metres deep. The bottom of the shaft was unlined and founded in a layer of
thick blue clay, on top of the bedrock, it had been backfilled with rubble beneath
which was a mass of animal bones which turned out to be mainly sheep and
cattle. It is believed that these were deposited when the ruins of the manor
house were used as a pinfold and slaughterhouse in the 17 th and 18th centuries.
It was in the silt at the bottom of the well, however, that we discovered
the most exciting finds, the first being a number of sherds of medieval
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Nottingham green ware pottery, these, when reassembled, were found to be the
shattered remains of a late 12th/early 13th century glazed earthenware jug. As
the sherds were unabraded and in excellent condition it seems likely that the
jug was deposited whole into the well and subsequently broken when the well
was backfilled. The break in the handle suggests that the jug was being raised
from the well by a rope around the handle which broke under the weight of the
water in the jug. It is fascinating to think that this jug had been unseen from
human eyes for centuries and that we were the first people to lay eyes on it for
over 700 years. The thumbprint of the potter who made can be clearly seen
where he has joined the handle to the jug.
Also in the silt at the bottom was a gilded metal alloy ‘chape’ (metal base
for a knife scabbard) and a metal strap end, possibly from a belt with an
inscribed dragon design. This has been dated stylistically to the 12th or 13th
centuries and may well have come from the same belt. How did such a high
status object end up at the bottom of the well in the kitchen. The most likely
explanation is that the belt and chape were together and were stolen. The thief
then, fearing discovery, panicked and threw the belt and scabbard down the
well, never to be recovered.
The remains of the last bucket were also recovered, including the iron
band and wooden staves, although it has not been possible to date this.

The rim of the well
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The excavated well four metres deep

The base of the well
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The three hearths in the great hall

The gilded chape from the well

10

The 12th/13th jug from the well after careful reconstruction

The dragon inscribed strap end
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The remains of the bucket recovered from the well

Season three 2014 - The great tithe barn is revealed and the
service buildings are uncovered
In 2014 the excavation area was extended eastwards from the manor
house itself to explore an area on the geophysics plot which indicated another
large building. When eventually uncovered, this was revealed to be a very large
structure 26 metres long by 6 metres wide with masonry foundations, which due
to its size is believed to be the remains of the medieval tithe barn, used to store
agricultural products, principally grain from the surrounding manor estate.
Documentary evidence confirms that there was a tithe barn here in the 15th
century and in 1559 it is recorded that ‘there is no mansion house but there is a
little close one acre in which stood the tithe barn which George Pilkington pulled
down in 1557’. This is consistent with a large oak barn from which the timber
superstructure was removed and re erected elsewhere, leaving only the
foundation walls.
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The tithe barn looking west towards the great hall
Whilst the tithe barn was being excavated a number of puzzling items
were uncovered. On the north side of the barn we found a section of v shaped
stone lined channel which seems to have been at least partially covered. At first
glance it appeared to be a drainage channel to stop rain water run off entering
the barn, however later excavations disproved this theory. Even more
mystifying is a carefully constructed masonry drainage outlet outside the
southern wall of the building, which surprisingly has no inlet on the inside of the
wall and appears to have been blocked off at some later date. The best theory
we have to explain this, is that when the barn foundations were being
constructed, a spring was uncovered under the wall and rather than relocate the
partially built barn, this drain was inserted to take the spring water downhill
away from the wall. When the spring dried up later the drain was backfilled.
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The drainage channel outside the north wall of the tithe barn

Drain outlet in the south wall of the tithe barn

The inside of the same wall showing the absence of any drainage inlet
Examination of the geophysical survey had revealed that there were strong
indications of further buildings on the northern boundary of the site. A topsoil
strip was carried out revealing the foundations of further buildings along the
boundary between the manor house and the church. These finds are consistent
with the service buildings of a self sufficient manor complex which is recorded in
the 16th century as having a ‘hay barn’ in addition to the ‘great barn’, together
with a ‘kiln house’ and a ‘court house’.
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Season Four 2015
The 2015 excavation season began with the detailed excavation of what proved
to be a long but discontinuous line of masonry foundations, together with
cobbling, running almost the whole width of the northern boundary of the site.
Examination of the 1799 estate map showed that the lane to the north of the
site adjacent to the churchyard was a Victorian construction and suggested that
the manor site had most likely abutted directly up to the church boundary in the
medieval period.

Wall foundations on the north boundary of the site
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The Victorian lane between the excavation site and the churchyard, this
had been constructed over the remains of the manor service buildings
To test this theory a number of exploratory trenches were undertaken on both
sides of the lane, the most spectacular find was an area of red burning directly
underneath the site north boundary fence. Examination of this with a powerful
magnet enabled us collect what was, after independent examination, confirmed
as hammer scale, the waste product thrown off when iron is being worked in a
forge. It seems highly likely that we have uncovered the remains of the manors
blacksmith shop.
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The burnt area containing the hammer scale, believed to be the location of
the anvil in the blacksmith's shop

Magnetic hammer scale collected from the hearth burnt area
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Further evidence of the service buildings being under the Victorian lane was
discovered when excavating an exploratory trench immediately adjacent to the
churchyard boundary wall. This uncovered not only the remains of possibly the
original north wall of the blacksmith's building, under the existing churchyard
wall, but also the remains of a floor, indicating that buildings ran right up to the
churchyard boundary.

The original north wall of the blacksmith's shop underneath the church
boundary wall, together with the floor
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At the extreme east end of this range of buildings the foundations had been
damaged by a modern water pipe cutting through both the wall and a stone
drain running southward from the building. It is believed that this may be the
remains of the south wall of the brew house, most of which is under the lane.

A modern water pipe cutting through the stone drainage channel from the
possible brew house
Earlier excavations had revealed a large area of stone cobbles south, between
these service buildings and the manor house itself, leading us to believe that
there was a large cobbled crew yard, enclosed on the north side by the service
buildings and on the south by the manor house and tithe barn.
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The cobbled crew yard

However, we did manage to clear up one mystery during this season's
excavations. that of the puzzling masonry drain again adjacent to the north wall
of the tithe barn, the site topsoil strip revealed further masonry. Once
completely exposed these turned out to be the foundations of another building,
possibly a cattle barn, with the a drainage channel being used to remove animal
waste. In the medieval period most domestic animals would have been
slaughtered in the autumn, as they would have been insufficient fodder to feed
them through the winter. Only sufficient animals for breeding purposes would
have been retained, the carcasses of the rest being preserved to be consumed
during the cold months. One notable exception to this rule would have been the
teams of oxen, vitally important to pull the ploughs, without which there would
be no grain and no bread. Keeping them in a barn throughout the winter months
would have required drainage for the considerable amount of waste they
produced whilst kept indoors.
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The cattle barn

Season five 2016 - The Anglo Saxons Appear
This season was of particular significance in that it enabled us to push
the history of the manor house back beyond the Norman invasion of 1066 and
much closer to the time of the Scandinavian 'Krokr' from whom the first part of
the village name Croxton, (Krokr's tun or settlement), is derived.
Further examination of the cattle barn disclosed that there were in fact
two barns. On both the west and east side there were the remains of the
foundations of two walls, both very close to each other. Whilst it looks as if the
barn has been rebuilt at some time, it is puzzling as to why anyone would
rebuild a wall so close to an existing wall. Using a metal detector over the floor
of the barn gave a clear and strong signal in the middle of the floor. Excavation
of the spot revealed a beautiful medieval ring brooch sitting on a lower cobbled
floor, most likely part of the original phase of building. The brooch has been
dated to the 15th century thus dating the upper, later, floor to after this date,
inferring that the barn may have been rebuilt by Croxton Abbey after its
takeover of the manor in the early 14th century.
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The 15th century bronze ring brooch found under the cattle barn floor
On completion of any archaeological excavation one must always
wonder what you have missed, whilst we have uncovered an amazing amount
of the manor complex it is so easy to miss things. We almost completely missed
the well, a source of some of the most important finds and came agonisingly
close to missing the Anglo Saxons altogether.
The complete area between the north range of service buildings and the
manor house itself appears to have been a huge cobble crew yard. On
excavating part of this yard to the west of the cattle barn, the we came across
an area without any stone cobbles. It was decided to excavate the area to see
whether there was a pit or another well beneath it. The excavation extended
and extended both downwards an outward until it was ??? metres wide, ???
metres long and ??? metres deep. At first we thought that it was a ditch but
such was its size that it would have carried a veritable flood and as it seemed to
lead nowhere, it became clear that it was in fact a quarry.
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The Anglo Saxon quarry
Examination of the base of the quarry disclosed that it was excavated
into a layer of ironstone and it was blocks of this stone that the quarry
excavators were seeking. That the quarry predated the medieval manor
complex soon became evident as the finds began to appear in large numbers,
Anglo Saxon pottery sherds, both Stamford ware and Lincolnshire fine shelly
ware, dating from the 9th to the 11th century and therefore all from before or
immediately after the Norman conquest in 1066. Confirmation, if confirmation
were needed, of the Anglo Saxon origins of the quarry was provided by the
discovery of two beautiful dome headed Anglo Saxon bronze pins dating from
the eighth century.

8th century Anglo Saxon bronze dome headed pin found in the quarry
Further evidence of the presence of a high a high status Anglo Saxon
dwelling on the site was provided by other items located by metal detecting.
These consisted of an early silver Saxon 'porcupine' sceat coin minted around
the mouth of the Rhine around 700 AD and a beautifully decorated pair of
eyebrow tweezers again from the eighth century.
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Anglo Saxon silver coin from the eighth century AD
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a pair of Anglo Saxon eyebrow tweezers from the 8th century
There is no doubt that somewhere on the site there are the remains of a highstatus Anglo Saxon hall. Unfortunately, this will have been a timber building and
the only remaining evidence of its existence are likely to be the post holes for
the timber frame. These would be very difficult to find and to date we have been
unable to locate any evidence of Anglo Saxon buildings on the site. The other
possibility is that the hall was located under the later medieval hall and the
evidence has been destroyed.
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