EXCAVATIONS AT BALSDEAN CHAPEL,
ROTTINGDEAN

By N. E. 8. Norris, F.8.A, axp E. F. HocriNGs

The Date of the Chapel from Records

Tug chapel at Balsdean is named, together with the

church of Rottingdean, as being among the early proper-
ties of the Priory of Saint Pancras at Lewes, and ia
mentioned in charters of about the middle of the twelfth
century.

It oecurs in the confirmation charter of the second
William Earl Warenne,! which may be dated c. 1147,%
ag *The church of Rottingedena and the chapel of Bal-
desdena’ and also in a confirmation charter of Hilary,
Bishop of Chichester of similar date (1 147-69).% It is not,
however, named in the list of properties confirmed by
Archbishop Ralph of Canterbury in 1121, although the
church of Rottingdean is mentioned.*

There is thus strong presumptive evidence from
recards alone that the chapel came into being between
the dates of these documents, i.e. between 1121 and
1147. As will be seen later, pottery from a ditch beneath
the foundations of, and therefore earlier than, the
chapel, has been dated to the early part of the twelfth
century. There would seem little doubt, therefore, that
the building was erected shortly before 1147.

Subsequent History

A charter of Sefirid IT (Bishop of Chichester, 1180-
1204), confirms certain gifts among which is the follow-
ing: ‘To the Vicar of Rottingdean a virgate of land
which is of the fee of the church with the tithes of the
came land and all obventions of the altars, as well of
the parish church as of the Chapel of Baldesden.’®

1 8 RS xxxvnn 21, * S R.5. X5, xxIil.

: P.R.0. Ancient Deods, A, 14280,

i PRO. Ancient Deeds, A. 484 and Round, Ancient Charfers, No. 8 (Pipe
Roll Soe., vol. x, p- 12). b S.NQ. 1. 252,
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In 1579 the Vicar of Rottingdean was required to
hold a service four times a year in the chapel of the
“village” of Balsdean,! while the visitation report of
Bishop Bowers in 1724, under the heading of Rotting-
dean, refers to a ‘farm called Baseden in which there is
an old chappel and chappel Yard and a small parcell of
land leading up to the hill belonging as is said to the
Vicar and called the Butt, but never enjoyed by the
present vicar’.* B

The earliest picture we have of the chapel is a wash
drawing by James Lambert of about 1775 which shows
the nave roofed with thatch, the ruined chancel walls
projecting from the east end, and the round-headed
chancel arch between them. In the north wall may be
seen 4 single small window with a rounded head and an
open doorway from which the stone dressings appear
to have been removed (Fig. 1).

Hussey* states that an aged inhabitant informed him
that the chapel was converted to the uses of the farm
as a stable about 1780, though divine service had not
been held there for centuries previous] v. At the time of
the alteration of the chapel some of the surrounding
ground was lowered, when interments were distusbed.
Hussey also remarks, from his own observations, that
the south wall appeared to have been rebuilt from the
foundations at an early date, and that the thatched
roof was supported by three tie-heams with king-posts
and braces, all of sound oak. He thought that the slight
attempt at ornament on the king-posts was of the Deco-
rated period. On the north side he observed a low door,
rather wide in proportion to its height, and seemingly
flat-headed with a lintel, but, he says: ‘It was closed so
long ago that a minute examination of the interior of
the wall . . . is required to enable one to ascertain its
original form.’ )

E. H. W. Dunkin visited Balsdean in 1888+ and found
that the chapel was thatehed and that the building had

VoA MR 39447, 1. 2 anid 3.

* Church Inspection Books (1724), D.R.O. 44/ T/26/3, p. 50.

* Hussey, Notes om Churches of Kent, Sueser qnd Surrey (1852}, pp. 277-9,
Y Dunkin M5, Barbican House, Lewes, Notebook 106 (43).
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suffered much alteration, part of the cast and south
walls having been rebuilt recently. He records that the
Early English lancet in the north wall was splayed
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internally and at the outer face measured 31} in. by
9 in. It had been blocked with Hintwork. The north
Aoorway he found was 364 in. wide and retained its
stone quoins on the inside only. All traces of the shape
of the top of the doorway had gone.
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A plan of the chapel is given in the Victoria County
Haustory of Sussex! and shows the extent of the modern
alterations and a conjectural outline of the destroyed
chancel.

At the outbreak of the last war the chapel was still
used as one of the buildings of Balsdean Farm. During
the occupation of the South Downs by the military
during the war, the chapel, the (hzummg Georgian
farm-house (built shortly before 1790, and all the build-
ings at Balsdean and Norton Farms were destroyed.
Atter 1945 the sites were eleared of rubble, and modern
farm buildings erected in a different part of the valley.

The clearing of the rubble from the levelled founda-
tions offered an excellent opportunity to carry out an
excavation of a Norman chapel site, the principal object
of the writers at the commencement of the work being
to ascertain the ground-plan of the chancel. As will be
seen in this report, work extended to the nave, producing
some other features of interest.
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Description of the Excavations

(a) The foundation plan (Fig. 2). The site of the chapel
having been located with some difficulty, two cuttings
were made to expose the western corners of the nave.
These were found to have dressed greensand quoins,

Vol vir (1940}, p. 233.
¥ Sx. Weekly Advertiser, 2 Aug, 1790, p. 2, col. 4.
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58 EXCAVATIONS AT BALSDEAN CHAPEL, ROTTINGDREAN

and the footing of the walls at the west end was found
to be of flints set in white mortar. The footings of the
east wall were then exposed and found to have been
extensively underpinned in recent times, although a

-

Fuwi. 3 Fousoarioxs oF Sovtin Waln oF Apsiparn
CHANCEL, PROM THE EasT

[Tlock lont by Susers oty Magazine)

break in the original chalk footings showed the position
of the chancel arch. Allowing an offset of 9 in. beyond
the face of the jamb of the arch, thev indicate a chancel
arch about 7 ft. wide.

The footings of the north wall of the chancel were of
chalk exactly similar to those of the east wall of the
nave (and to the eastern half of the nave side walls) and
had a marked inclination southwards from the axis of
the nave. Nine feet from their junction with the nave
these footings came to the surface, owing to the slppe
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of the hill, and were lost. The footing of a flint buttress,
placed deeper than the wall, was met with just beyond
this point and its position suggested a curving wall
rather than a square corner. Confirmation of this oc-
curred when the footing of the south chancel wall was
uncovered, when it was found that the footings, on
which remained one course of flint walling, curved to
form part of an apsidal end to the chancel (Fig. 3).

A cutting was then driven along the outer face of the
south wall of the nave (see section 485 on Fig 2) and
the wide chalk footings were found to give place to
flint footings about two-thirds of the distance along the
wall. The reason seems to have been that the western
end of the nave is built on solid natural chalk, while
the east end is on made-up ground, and therefore needed
a wide ‘floating’ of rammed chalk to prevent subsi-
dence. A difference in the build and materials of-the
base of the wall at a point opposite the door in the
north wall suggested that a south door may once have
existed.

The foundations of the blocked north doorway were
next uncovered, and some of the blocking was found in
position. The removal of the latter revealed the tiled
floor of the doorway (Fig. 4) which appeared to be a
continuation of a floor of similar materials covering the
nave, a small piece of this being visible in the illustration.
The tiles measured 9 in. square and were 23 in. thick.
They were of coarse friable red ware with a semi-
vitrified glaze on the upper surface, and may be dated
to the sixteenth century, One original greensand quoin
remained on the inner east side of the doorway, the
corresponding one on the west side being replaced by a
quoin of Tudor bricks. All traces of the outer quoins
had vanished, as had been noted by Dunkin in 1888.

(b) The graves. During the making of the cutting
along the outer face of the south wall of the nave three
burials were nncovered. All three had been interred in
an extended positioh with feet towards the east and
without coffins. Graves I and 11 were of children aged
about 5 or 6 vears, and Grave III contained the bones
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EXCAVATIONS AT BALSDEAN CHAFFEL, ROTTINGDEAN 61

of a male adult aged about 40. No objects were found
with the bones.

An axial cutting through the chancel and eastern part
of the nave revealed no graves inside the chapel.

(c) The Norman ditch. About half-way along the
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Fig. 5. Boog-Crasy oR BELT-HOOK, FROM
Fruiixsa oF 12TH-CEXTURY iren

south wall of the nave a ditch was found ronghly at
right angles to the wall and running under it. This ditch
had become filled, and the filling consolidated, hefore
the erection of the wall which passed over it, although
the presence of a layer of tlints under the footing and
over the diteh shows that the builders were aware of a
coil disturbance at this point (see section AR on Fig. 2).
In the lower filling of this ditch were a nu mber of sherds
of Norman pottery which have heen dated by Mr. G. C.
Dunning to the early part of the twelfth century (see
Pottery Report), and in the upper filling oceurred a
<mall latten object which may be a book clasp or belt
hook (Fig. 5).

(d) Prehistoric finds on the site. A little to the west
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of the ditch in the south wall cutting a short crooked
gulley ending in a small eylindrical post hole was found.
In the filling of these features, together with charcoal
and animal bone, occurred the following:

1. A large rim sherd of a bucket urn (rim diam.
approx. 8 in.) of dark grey flint-gritted ware, vertically
finger-striated on the outside surface, of Late Bronze
Age (lass B.2.!

2. A sherd of a barrel pot with applied finger-
impressed raised band, of coarse red flint-gritted ware
of Late Bronze Age (lass A.]1.2

A long cutting, 2 ft. wide was made longitudinally
through the axis of the chapel down to natural chalk.
This showed that the chapel had been built at its east
end on about 2 ft, 6 in. of made-up soil, which had all
the characteristic of a field lynchet. About a dozen
sherds from this lynchet soil included two of an Early
Bronze Age beaker, five of a thong-impressed Middle
Bronze Age collared urn, and several pieces of pottery
of the Late Bronze Age or Early Tron Age.

During the cutting of a trench to the south of the
chapel and at the level of natural soil a fine example of
a Beaker (Early Bronze Age) type arrowhead wasfoynd.
It is quite heavily patinated and so probably found its
way here in the lynchet soil.?

! Wilson and Burstow, ‘Evolution of Sussex Tron Age Pottery®, 8.4.0,

LEXXXVII B2,
* 1hid,, P TH. TSN T, 112-13.
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REPORT ON POTTERY FROM DITCH UNDER
BALSDEAN CHAPEL

By Q. C. Dussmsa, F.SA,

Tre excavations at Balsdean Chapel have shown that
the site was occupied prior to the building of the chapel.
The ditch passing underneath the sonth wall of the
nave had silted up before the wall was built across the
filling ; the wall had not sunk at all into the ditch, show-
ing that sufficient time had past for the filling to con-
colidate. These observations are valuable evidence for
an interval of time between the cutting of the ditch and
the building of the chapel. The chapel is known to have
been in existence about 1147, and it is reasonable to
infer that it was erected early in the second quarter off
the twelfth century. The lower filling of the ditch con-
tained pottery, which belongs to the period of occupa-
tion of the site before the ditch was allowed to silt up,
and the initial oceupation is therefore dated with some
confidence to the first quarter of the twelfth century.

The pottery, on the other hand, is consistent in
technique and fabric, suggesting that it covers a rela-
tivelv short time. Fortunately, two sites in East Sussex
have provided pottery that is well dated, one early and
the other late in the Norman period. The date given to
the Ralsdean pottery on the strati aphical evidence
falls between these two, The three finds may therefore
he used to illustrate the evolution of pottery in East
Sussex throughout the Norman period, and enable the
date given to the Balsdean pottery to be confirmed
independently.

The series begins at Pevensey Castle, where in 1936
Mr. F. Cottrill excavated a number of pits inside the
north wall of the Roman Fort and also near the East
(Gate. The pits were cut through the Roman levels and
were covered by a deep accunmulation of goil containing
medieval pottery. The pits therefore belong to the ear-
liest medieval oceupation on the site. Sherds of the same
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ware as the cooking-pots in the pits were also found in
the lowest filling of a ditch dug as an outwork to the
West Gate, which is associated with other additions
made in the late eleventh century to the Roman Fort
to make it the outer bailey at the Norman castle. A

SCALE OF INCHES
| o 1 2 3 4 5 & 7 B8 ' 10 M3

Fro. 6. VeEssen Fouvsn at FevEssey Castie o 1936, from
pit 18, Late 11th-cantury
good historical context is thus provided for this pottery,
and it may be ascribed with confidence to the last thirty
vears of the eleventh century.

The pottery from the pits at Pevensev (astle consists
of globular cooking-pots with everted rims on a short
neck ; the bases are slightly sageing with rounded basal
angle. The pots are hand-made and the ware is coarse
black or dark grey with a free admixture of flint and
soft white grit, probably pounded shell, I'ig. 6 is one of
the larger of these cooking-pots, found in Pit 18, The
rim has an outward slope, but others are simply rounded
or have a slight beading outside.

At the other end of the Norman series is a cooking-pot
from The Caburn. This was found on a hearth contem-
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porary with Rampart 4, which constitutes the final
heightening of the rampart of the lron Age hill-fort
and its defence by timber structures, perhaps as an
adulterine castle in the civil wars of Stephen’s reign.!
The cooking-pot (Fig. 7) has close analogies both in
shape and ware with pottery from other castle-sites

e C P AN _F_,_..-'-""'

Fig, 5. Coosrec-Por FROM NopMa¥ HEAHRTH OX THE
Cancpys: mid-12th century

almost certainly adulterine in south-east England, and
it may therefore be accepted as representative of the
pottery of the mid-twelith century in East Sussex.
C‘omparison of Figs. 6 and 7 demonstrates the changes
effected between the late eleventh eentury and the mid-
twelfth century. The adoption of the potter’s wheel
has enabled the bag-like shape to be filled out, thus
enlarging the capacity of the vessel without increase in
size. A noticeable technical improvement is seen in the
base. Instead of the rounded basal angle this is now
sharply defined. The reason is that the wheel-turned
pots were thrown upside down, with the rim on the
wheel. The sagging base was added separately after-
wards : the lower edge of the hody and the circumference
of the base formed a bevelled join which was carcfully
smoothed over by hand and sometimes finished by

LS AT, pxxrx. 183; rxxx 209, Fig. 1x
K
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trimming with a knife.! The rim of the Caburn pot has
a well-defined outward slope, producing an external
flange with a sharp angle. This is one of the most
characteristic and widespread rim-sections of the twelfth
century, and it is in marked contrast to the simple rims
of the pots from Pevensey Castle. A slight change is
noticeable in the paste. The earlier pots are of coarse
laminated ware and the surface has a tendency to flake
off. The backing is a free admixture of pounded flint
and soft white grit which speckles the surface. The later
pottery is better levigated and closer in texture, though
the backing i1s much the same. The surface is u&-ud,].l_',"
light red or brown instead of grey, probably owing to
free access of air in the firing.

The Balsdean pottery is very fragmentary, but there
are rims of four cooking-pots and sherds of two other
types (Fig. 8). The cooking-pot rims form a series inter-
mediate between the simple Pevensey type and the
flanged Caburn type. Nos. 1 and 2 are closeat to the
Pevensey form, while No. 3 has reached the stage of
the Caburn pot and on No. 4 the outward slope has be-
come vertical. The ware is consistently light grey with a
free admixture of finely pounded Hlint, and only one pat,
No. 3, has the laminated texture of the Pevensey series.
The surface colours vary from dark grey to light brown
or red. The other pots from Balsdean are No. 5, a rim
apparently from a lid, and No. 6, a large shallow bowl
or dish. Lids are by no means common in the twelfth
century, but one is recorded from Exeter.® Dishes are
frequent on twelfth-century sites, and in southern Eng-
land parallels may be quoted from the upper occupation
level at Sand Tun, West Hythe (in the British Museum),
from recent excavations at Chichester,? and from the
Isle of Wight.

The above remarks suffice to show that the Balsdean
pottery falls readily into place between that from Peven-
sey and The U aburn, though in type and technique the

b The process is made clear by s study of westers and rejects found in excava-
tioma at the Saxon town of Thetford.
3 Antig. Journ. xxxr. 182: Figs. 1, 135, ¥ 540 xon.
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affinities are closer with the latermaterial. In other words,
the development of the rims which are recognized as
normal by the mid-twelfth century was already taking
place soon after the beginning of the twelfth century.
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Fig. 8

1. Upper part of large cooking-pot of light grey ware with much
fine flint grit, light brown surface with reddish tones. liim
rounded, on tall neck.

2 Rim of cooking-pot of hard light grey ware with much fine
tint. grit, dark grey surface with brown tones, The rim has an
ontward slope on top.

3. Rim of small cooking-pot of laminated grey ware with much
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fine flint grit, dark grey surface. The rim has an outward slope
and a sharp outer edge to the flange.

4. Rim of cooking-pot of grey ware with much fine flint grit, light
brown uneven gurface. Rim rounded on top with vertical
margin outside,

5. Rim of coarse dark grey ware with much fine flint grit, groy
surface with red tones outside, light red inside. The slope is

. approximately as shown, and since the diameter is too amall for
a eooking-pot, the rim is restored as a lid.

6. Rim and site of large shallow bowl of grev ware with much fine
flint: grit, light red surface discoloured grey outside. The rim has
an internal hollow bevel, and the base is sagging.
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