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Did Lancaster Priory have a Precinct WaI1?
By Andrew White

There has long been a problem in sorting out
the earthworks on the western Vicarage Field
in Lancaster. Excavation has shown(1 ) that
some of them have Roman origins, while there
is a further possibility that others might be
part of a vallum monasterii of the putative
Anglian monastery on the site of the present
Priory Church.(2) However, it is clear from
the evidence of the foundation charter of
1094 that parts of the Roman wall were then
stil1 standing sufficiently high Lo be used
as a natural boundary, i'f (a) veteri muro and
the wall later known as the 'Wery WaIl' are
one and the same. ( 3 ) How long this wal-l
represented any sort of obstacle is a matter
for conjecture; parts of it still remained in
the lBth century(4) and one fragment still
survives. ( 5 )

Many, but not all, monasteries had a precinct
wal I . Some v/ere intended def ens ive ly , ( 6 )
others as a means of controlling access and
officially demarcating the property. (7) Not
enough attention has been focussed on these
structures in the past, but with the
attention now paid to the structures of the
Outer Court(8) of monasteries and the
ancillary buildings there is a growing
interest in the phenomenon of precinct walls.

Lancaster itself had no town wall, but that
such a one may have been intended can be
drawn from the evidence of the Grant of
Murage in 1 31 6. ( 9 ) Perhaps the circumstances
surrounding the faII of Thomas, EarI of
Lancaster, in 1322 (he was a co-grantee) may
have put paid to the attempt.

The Dominican Friary to the east of the town
(the site now marked by Dalton Square and
Sulyard Street) did have a precinct wa1l.

(Translated frorn Latin)
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Parts of this
century.(10)

survived into the 1 9th

So, was the Priory also surrounded by a wall?
There are several pieces of evidence. First
of all Leland, writing in c1 535, ( 1 1 ) says:

'The old waul of the Circuite of thepriory cummith almost to Lune bridge. Sum
have thereby supposid that it was a peace of
a waul of the toune. But yn deade T espiyd
in no place that the toune was ever waullid'
and again

'The ruines of old walles about the
bridg were onely of the suppressid priory'.
The Priory had been handed over to the
Bridgettine nuns of Syon, Middlesex, long
before Leland's time and the church largely
reconstructed in the early 1 sth century for
parochial use only. ( 1 3 ) We may therefore
suppose that any function such a precinct
wall may have had was long redundant by the
time Leland wrote

Excavations in 1928 (site 3)(14) revealed
next to Vicarage Lane,

'a room or turret, giving outside
measurements of 21 feet 6 inches by 1 6 feet 6
inches I

Only three of the walls were found. It was
of roughly guarry-faced stones and stood to a
height of nearly six feet.(15) A photograph
in the City Museum shows Mr. Gilbert B1and,
then City Librarian and Curator, standj_ng
within this impressive structure.(16) The
excavators were inclined to date this to the
Roman period on the basis of a sherd of
samian ware at the lowest level, but this
sherd may well have been incorporated as a
residual material during much later con-
struction.

More importantly, on the western side, inside
the truitding' was a deposit of charcoal'
rough stones, roofing itabs and tearly
engiiskr Pottery'. This pottery may now be
identified in the City Museum collections as
typical Silverdale ware of the 16Lh/ 1 7th

".trtrty ,(17 ) and the whole deposit-.begins to
Iook is if it relates to disuse and
subsequent destruction of the buitding'

If this is a medieval structure then two
things follow. Firstly there are earthworks
and walls which align with it ' 

( 1 B ) and
perhaps form traces of the precinct boundary'
and slcondly the structure tooks like part of
a gatehouse, controlling access from Lhe
norlh. If sor then the present line of
Vicaraqe Lane is on a different, and probably
later, alignment. In the eastern Vicarage
Field the surface traces of earthworks have
mosLIy been removed by agricultu:e (this
field lay as Allotment Gardens for many
years), so the line of earthworks has not as
yet been traced across to the east.

In conclusion it is suggested that parts of
the' earthworks on the northern slopes of
Vicarage Fietd represent the precinct yaI1 of
the priory, with a gatehouse controlling an
earlier version of Vicarage Lane. Any walls
to the southern side of the precinct, between
Priory and Castle, were probably removed as
early as the 1 5th century when their function
ceased. At all events there was nothing
visible by the date of the earliest maps of
Lancaster. (1 9)

Notes

1 Especially in 1971, see Britannia, 3,
1972, 213-3t and now G-D-B- Jones & D'C'A'
Shotter, Roman Lancaster: Rescue Archaeology
in an Historic City, 1970-75' 19BB' 26-30.
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2 W.G. Collingwood, Northumbrian
Crosses of the Pre-Norman Age | 1972, 107ff.
3 That is not to suggest that the name
'wery Wallr is in any way a corruption of (a)
veteri muro. The use of a word derived from
OE werian (to defend) indicates that the
function of the wall was rememberedl see A.J.
White, tThe Wery Wall - some comments, ,Contrebis, 4, 1976, 24.

4 eg. W. Stukeley, flinerarium Curio-
sum, 1776, 38; T. West, Guide to the Lakes,
1779, 17 .

5 At the east
bath-house.

side of the excavated

6 eg. Ewenny in S. Wales.

7 eg. Cartmel priory. Furness Abbey,
however, has a very extensive outer precin-t
wa11 enclos j-ng 73 acres, which probably
included a hunting park.

I "q. Fountains Abbey, see c. Coppack,
'The Excavation of an Outer Court Building,
perhaps the Woolhoude, at Fountains Abbey,
North Yorkshire', Medieval Archaeology, XXX,
1 986 , 46-87 .

9 CaI. Pat. Rolls. 512. This was a
single grant for seven years and was a local
Ievy on goods of various kinds brought into
Lancaster for sale. As it also covered
pavage of the streets, its precise purpose
cannot now be established. See elsewhere in
this volume for a full text of this gr.ant.

1 0 Fragments are shown in BuIk Street,
Gage Street and George Street on Jonathan
Bj-nns' Map of 1821 .

11 L.T. Smith (ed.)r LeIanC'r Itinerary,
1910, rvf ' 
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ibid., v, 45.

W.O. Roper, Materials for the History
the Church of Lancaster, 3t Chetham Soc'
58, 'l 906 , 576-Bi N. Pevsner The Buildings
England : North Lancashire, 1969 | 153-4'

1 4 J.P. DrooP & R. Newstead, 'Exca-
vations at Lancaster, 1928' , Liverpool Annals
of Archaeology and Anthropology' XVI, 1929,
27.

1 5 ibid

16 Neg. no. 1957.

17 P. J. Davey ( ed. ) t'Iedieval Pottery
from Excavations in the North West, 1977, 102
and refs.
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cit. , 26-7. A new stone
traces of medieval activitY
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Some Unrecorded Water
Quernmore Forest.
By Philip J. Hudson.

Powered Sites rn

The Quernmore field study project has brought
to light several previously unrecorded water
powered sltes - sites that have been designed
and constructed to use the water power
availabte from 1oca1 streams to drive some
type of equipment for industrial purposes.

These new sites are:

Ashpots, Quernmore' SD 524 596
Berry's Plantation, Littledale, SD 552 533
Booth Hall Farm, Quernmore' SD 518 574
Dam House, Scotforth, SD 500 576
Davies Farm, Bulk, SD 503 632
Deys Farm, Quernmore, SD 527 632
Gibson Wood, Quernmore' SD 526 611
Littledale HaIl, Littledale, SD 568 621
Lythe Brow "Roman Kiln" Quernmore, SD 521 619
Mount Vernon Farm, Scotforth, SD 504 845
Quernmore Park HaI1 Farm, Quernmore' SD 51 6
629

These new sites can be added to the sites
already recorded in the area at Conder Mill'
Rowton Brook, CastIe tvliII, Gresgarth HalI 

'BuIk MilI, The Caton lvlills, CrossgiIl,
Dolphinlee, Green Ayre, Lune Mill, and
Scotforth etc,

Ashpots

This site consists of a large ponded area in
the north-east corner of field 6874 (SD 5283
5976 ) connected to some 300 metres of
headrace which once channelled the water down
on a southerly course and could have fed one
of the Rowton lt{ills. There is however some
indication that this headrace might have been
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