
the lighter soil and small fragments of very
decayed wood in the darker soil. No bone
fragments vrere present. From the chemical
results it may be lnferred that the
difference in colour stems from two factors.
The first is the presence of the extra carbon
in the darker soil and the second is the
presence of a greater quantity of oxidised
iron in the lighter soil. The slight acidity
and the reducing conditLons in an area of
soil where decay r{as taking place could
result in a leaching out of iron, and the
concretions of iron oxide found in the
llghter soil suggest that this is what
happened.

If the organic matter in the darker soil had
been caused by animal remains, one would have
expected higher phosphate and calcium
figures, although thts might not be true of
remains of great antlguity.
Both samples contalned grass roots which
suggests that they came from near the
surface. If this conclusion ls correct then
it is unlikely that even a more sophtsticated.
technique of examination such as Radio Carbon
Dating would prove to be of much value since
in topsolt the interchange of carbon with the
biosphere ie. from roots and decaylng
superficial organic matter, is llkely to be
recent and greater than the carbon left by
ancient remains. On balance, however, the
probabllity ts that the stained area results
from something entirely vegetable, such as
rotting tree stump, measurable in decades
rather than hundreds of years. For Radio
Carbon dating confLrmation deeper samples
would be needed, and it could probably only
be done by the British lrtuseum Laboratorles,

A.C. Bushell,
County Analyst.

The Chapel of St. John the Baptist, Pi11in9

by Hugh Sherdley

Situated in flelds to the south of Pilling
Hall is the site of this ancient chapel (SD
4194861. The early history of this litt1e
church is very obscure, but it is undoubtedly
an ecclesiastical site of some antiquity.
Baines ( 1 ) states that a chapel at Pilllng is
named ln a charter of Robert FltzBernard to
the Hospital of St. John of Jerusalem ln the
reign of King John. In 1 71 5 the inhabitants
of Pilllng petitloned the Bishop of Chester
that a new church be built to replace the
chapel which vras now too small f or the
population of the township. The peLition
quoted a tradition that the chapel had been
built about the year 1209. In 1 493 the
Bishop of Lichfield granted a licence to a
devout nun, named Agnes Shepherd, to live as
a solitary in a ceII at Pilllng Chapel.

Prior to the Reformatlon the chapel would be
seqved by the Canons of Cockersand Abbey as
Pllling was part of the Cockersand demesne
wlth a grange probably where Pllling Hall now
stands. In 1717 a new church was built l-n a
more central part of the village and the old
chapel was demolished.

The site of this early chapel ls of
considerable interest being oval in shape,
approxlmately 300 feet long and 1 80 feet wlde
wlth the long axis east and west. The
enclosure is surrounded by a deep and wide
dtLch which has obviously been a moat; a
causeway across this moat on the north side
is the only means of access to the site whlch
is surrounded by fields belonging to Pilling
Hall. A curious fact is that there is no
public footpath or public right, of way of any
kind to the location.
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A small trial excavation was conducted on the
site by the Cockersand Abbey Exploration
Commlttee in 1924 but no report was'published
and in 1 935 the Fylde Historical Society
exeavated here and publlshed thelr report in
1 940.

Excavations were begun by the pillinq
Historical Society in lvtay, 1952, a trial dig
being made on a low mound which rdas presumed
to be the site of the chapel. At this point
a lot of rubble \,ras found, but no signs of
masonry.

Further diggings were made and eventually
masonry was found at a point which laterproved to be the north-east corner of the
building. From this point the foundations of
the north wall were traced; these consisted
of dressed red sandstone blocks and extended
for 20 feet from the eorner. Attempts were
now made to locate the south wall assuming
that the chapel was 10.5 feet wide as had
been reported by the Fylde Historical Society
but no trace of it was found. A north-south
trench vras now dug across the site in the
hope of finding the south wall and this was
located 1 I feet from the north wall. These
foundations consisted'of water-worn boulders
approximately 1 foot in diameter. Tt was
difficult to follow the line of this wall as
remai.ns r'irere very scanty and were entirely
composed of bouldersi no dressed sandstone
was found.

A trench was now dug where the south west
corner was presumed to be. Several blocks of
red sandstone \,rere found, the largest of
these measuring 3 feet 6 inches by 2 feet and
8 inches thick and projecting slightly from
the foundation line could mark where the
doorway had been. The llne of the west wall
was marked by a few boulder stones similar to
the south wall foundatlons.

Attention was focused on the location of the
east wall but no trace was found except at
the south east corner where the south wall
foundations continued in an unbroken curve in
a north eadterty direction for 3 feet. The
foundations of two altar bases were located
in the centre of the assumed curved wall. As
revealed by the foundations traced the chapel
had been 27 feet long and 1 I feet wide with a
curved east end extending a further 3 feet.

A large rectangular block
6 feet 3 inches by 2 feet

millstone grit,
inches lying on

the ground a short distance from the east end
of the chapel was Lhought to be a gravesLonet
but on turning it over and cleaning it an
incised cross was found at each of the four
corners. The stone was now recognised as
having been the pre-Reformation altar of the
chapel. In the centre of it were two shallow
rectangular depressions side by sider one
slightly deeper than the other; each
rectangle had four lead plugging holes in the
corners. The shallower of the two was known
to have held an inscribed brass plate in the
19qh century. The deeper recess, which was
in the exact centre of the stoner would have
held a casket containing a holy relic.

Fragments of stained glass were found at the
south east corner, which were identified by
the British Museum as being 1 6thr 1 7th and
1 8th century glass. A large wrought iron
nail was found in the foundation of the south
wall, and a piece of horn, presumably from a
horn lantern was found in the north wall
foundation.

A large stone basin, now used as a font at
Eagland Hill church and known to have come
from this siLel has been ideutified as of
Saxon origin. It is not a free standing
font, but is built into the church wall by
means of a stone boss which is an integral
part of the basin.
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The work was concluded at the end of July,
1952, and all the excavations were filled in
and the site restored. The altar stone was
set up on dry stone walllng in its original
position inside the chapel foundations, which
rrrere marked with a large millstone grlt stone
at each corner. All human remains were
immediately re-interred where found.

Documentary evidence points to a church being
on this site in the early 1 3th century, but
the excavations suggest that a Christian
church existed here at a much earlier date.'A number of features are indicative of this;
the oval site enclosed by a moat'(2) the
cobble stone foundations of the south wall
and rounded segment of the east wall or apse
are valid evidence of an early Christian
church. The cobble foundations would
represent all that lras left of a Saxon
church, and the sguared red sandstone
foundations would belong to the chapel built
by the canons of Cockersand Abbey in the
early 1 3th century on the site of the early
church.

1.

2.

E. Baines, History of
& Duchy of Lancastert

the County Palatine
1892 ed., 429-30.
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