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DRAGON HALL Excavation Results 1997/98: Periods 1 - 5 

by Amy Culwick (2018) 

SUMMARY of the Archaeology Report: Andy Shelley (ed.): Dragon Hall, King Street, 

Norwich: Excavation and Survey of a Late Medieval Merchant’s Trading Complex (East 

Anglian Archaeology Report No.112, 2005) 

Introduction 

The Dragon Hall excavations were conducted between October 1997 and April 1998. The 

archaeological data was combined with documentary evidence and the architectural remains of 

Dragon Hall itself, to study how the area was used from the 900s A.D until 1979. 

 

Due to the amount of data collected during the excavations the archaeology was divided in several 

ways to help make sense of it all. 

 

Firstly it was divided into nine time periods. 

 

Period 1: Late 10th – late 11th centuries 

Period 2: Late 11th – late 12th centuries 

Period 3: Late 12th - late 13th centuries 

Period 4: Late 13th - mid 14th centuries 

Period 5: Mid 14th – early 15th centuries 

Period 6: Early 15th – mid 16th centuries 

Period 7: Mid 16th – late 17th centuries 

Period 8: Late 17th – late 20th centuries 

 

The site was then divided spatially. During Period 1 there was evidence that the land on which 

Dragon Hall now stands was divided in to three property strips so these distinct areas were used for 

the first 2 periods. (From Period 3 onwards the property divisions are based on the more complex 

documentary evidence.) 
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The structures found during the excavation were given a building number. For example Building 1 

was constructed during Period 1 in Property Strip 1. So Building 1 was erected between the late 10th 

and early 11th centuries in the northern part of the site, under what is now Dragon Hall. Building 2 

and its associated ovens were built in Period 1 in Property strip 2. 

 

 

Period 0 – Prehistory, Roman, Early and Middle Saxon 
 

Although the amount of evidence is small there was some archaeology to indicate human activity 

before the Late Saxon period. This consisted of residual worked flints; seven blades or fragments of 

blades. The technique used to make them suggests a date of Mesolithic/Early Neolithic periods.  

There was also a scraper that had been retouched, indicating that it had actually been used, which 

may be from the later Neolithic or Early Bronze Age. 

 

Evidence from the Mesolithic and Early Neolithic periods in Norwich in general is fairly sparse. 

However, a level of peat was found in an excavation on Fishergate, near the Wensum, in 1985. 

Environmental evidence from this layer suggests that in the later Mesolithic (7000 BC) the Wensum 

valley was wooded and suitable for human occupation. Brian Ayres (2009) suggests that the river 

may have been exploited for fish and fowl. 

 

There were a few examples of Roman pottery, Early and Middle Saxon pottery found at Dragon Hall 

but not enough to indicate actual occupation of the site. 

 

 

Period 1 – Pre-conquest, late 10th – 11th centuries 
 

During the first period of occupation at Dragon Hall there is evidence that the area was divided in to 

three distinct plots and that in each of these plots a structure was built. The buildings in Property 

Strips 1 and 2 were discovered in the small excavation areas of the Dragon Hall cellars. Though their 

full extent couldn’t be excavated it seems likely that they sat right up against the street front. 
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(Figure 15 Plan showing the position of the Period 1 buildings) 

Property Strip 1 

 

Property Strip 1 was divided from Property Strip 2 by a line of post holes, indicating a fence, which 

was later replaced by a series of gullies.  The corner of a small structure was also found, represented 

by two post holes and a clay floor. Other post holes and an area of ash and charcoal, left over from a 

hearth, indicate that it was rebuilt at least once.  Vitrified clay with lime washed surfaces was found 

in one of the gullies, which may have been a piece of daub from the wall of one of the nearby 

buildings 

 There was a large pit slightly to the south of the building which palynological analysis indicated 

contained plants such as heather and bracken, which could have been used thatching, bedding and 

flooring. (Palynology is the study of organic and inorganic particles.) This large pit was later cut by 

other shallower pits that contained Thetford ware pottery, worked flint, animal bone and a sawn 

piece of red deer antler, suggesting somebody was working antler on the site. 
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(Figure 18, Plan of Building 1 and associated features) 

 

 

Property Strip 2 

 

Property Strip 2 contained a building, pits and ovens. Evidence for the Building 2 consisted of five 

post holes that made up the eastern wall and a rectangular pit, which may have been a beam slot. 

Inside the structure a large central post hole indicates an internal prop and a collection of smaller 

post holes suggest it was internally divided. The structure would have measured 2.8m by at least 

3.4m. The postholes on the north wall were cut by two gullies which may have developed as eaves-

drips or drains. 
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(Figure 18, plan of Building 2 and associated features) 

 

Behind Building 2 the occupant had built a small oven. The walls of this oven eventually collapsed 

and after an interval a second, larger oven was constructed. 

 

A collection of refuse pits at the eastern end of Property Strip 2 were an excellent source of evidence 

of what materials and objects were being used on site and what was being eaten. They contained a 

large variety of objects including; pottery, a knife blade, nails and fittings, a whetstone and worked 

antler. Food evidence came in the form of fish bones, most of which were eel but also included cod, 

herring, pilchard and whiting. The fills also contained fig, apple, rowan, raspberry and bramble seeds 

as well as damson and sloe fruit stones. Cabbages, peas, beans and turnips were also present as was 

cannabis, which probably came from hops, suggesting the people were drinking beer. There were 

also parasite eggs such as whipworm, suggesting that the occupants had intestinal parasites. 

 

To the south of Property Strip 2 another collection of postholes and pits were found which could 

suggest another building although not enough was uncovered to be sure. There were also two more 

refuse pits that contained a lot of 10th – 11th century pottery and a large amount of animal bone 

including a heavily polished cattle radius which could have been used as a skate or a roller. There 

was also more evidence of whipworm, some metal working debris and a spindle whirl (used in 

weaving). 
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Property Strip 3 

 

The third property strip also had a potential building (building 28) evidenced by the eight post/stake 

holes that may have made up the northern wall and three further postholes that may have made up 

the eastern wall. The posts could have supported clay walls or pegged sill beams. The rest of the 

structure has been destroyed by pits dug later for quarrying. 

 

 

 

(Figure 23, Plan of Building 28 and associated features) 

 

 

Discussion 

 

The earliest pottery from these layers was dated to the late 10th century, though the few sherds 

found in the structural features (e.g postholes) were dated to the early 11th century. There was no 

datable metal work or scientific dating of the deposits so the pottery was used to suggest the dating 

for the earliest occupation, between c. 975 and c. 1025. 

 

The archaeology shows that at least two buildings were occupied at the site and the boundaries 

suggest that the idea of independent properties existed. They were small timber built structures 

with clay floors and daub walls and may have been roofed with heather and bracken. Peat ash 

deposits suggest that peat was used as fuel along with hard and soft woods and the remains of a 

Thetford-type ware pedestal lamp suggest the buildings were lit. Building 2 had its ovens and refuse 

pits outside the building and this may also have been the case with Building 1.  

 

The activities taking place on site included antler working, and the ovens and a fragment of quern 

stone suggest small scale cereal processing. The large pits in Property Strip 3 suggest quarrying, the 

material from which may have been used on nearby streets. 

 



7 
 

Almost all the pottery found was Thetford-type ware, foreign pottery only made up 1%. This 

suggests the occupants were involved in a local or possibly regional trade network. The fish remains 

suggest trade with coastal fisheries and possibly a riverine fishery nearby, as although they lived next 

to the river, there is no evidence that the occupants were engaged in fishing activities.  

 

 

Period 2 – Late 11th to late 12th centuries 

In the late 11th century the buildings in Property Strips 1 and 2 were abandoned for a while, Building 

1 possibly after a fire, and a layer of sandy soil developed over the area. In Property Strip 2 this layer 

contained animal bone and was cut into by domestic rubbish pits. Finds from the pits include antler, 

nails, pottery, iron slag and a knife blade. In the southern part of the strip dark soils develop over the 

period 1 rubbish pits and contained lead metal working debris, a whetstone and pottery. The sandy 

layer in Property Strip 1 is then covered by a soil which contained evidence of ashes, manure and 

rubbish. This suggests that the space was being used for horticulture. The new layers, pits and finds 

indicated occupation was still occurring somewhere nearby. 

 

(Figure 17, Section 1 showing the floor of Period 1 Building 1 and the later period 2 deposits that 

developed over it) 

 

 

Development of Property Strip 2 

In the 12th century people again begin to build on property Strip 2. Due to later activity on the site 

not much of the buildings’ layouts remained. The archaeologists had to use the few postholes and 

surviving parts of floors to try and define the buildings’ size and shape. At the eastern end of the 

strip the ground level is raised by soil containing a lot of Early Medieval pottery. On top of this soil 

Building 3 was constructed. Its surviving features consisted of postholes and beam slots, which 

indicate the position of the eastern, western and southern walls. Finds from the southern beam slot 
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included a horseshoe nail, a pedestal lamp base and a sherd of decorated pottery with a yellow 

glaze. 

 

 

 

 

(Figure 26, Plan of period 2 Building 3) 

 

Building 3 was soon gone; its eastern postholes were covered by a chalky silt that was put down as 

levelling for a series of chalk and clay surfaces. These were then covered by more sand and gravel 

used to raise the ground level again. It was after this that Buildings 4, 5 and 6 were constructed. 
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(Figure 25, Later Period 2 property boundaries and buildings) 

 

Building 4 – This was located in the west part of the strip and may have been more than one 

structure. Its features consisted of two floor layers, one of chalk, and twenty nine postholes. 

 

 

 

(Section of figure 28, Period 2 Building 4) 
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Building 5 – This building had a chalk floor and a hearth. Only one posthole could definitely be 

connected to the building. The east end of the floor was scorched and covered with soot, ash and 

burnt thatch. The posthole contained similar material suggesting there may have been a fire in the 

building. 

 

 

(Section of figure 28, Period 2 Building 5) 

 

Building 6 – This was a much larger building, the evidence for it consisting of a chalk floor, a clay and 

flint oven or hearth and postholes. There was also a yard area to the south and east of the building 

with rubbish pits and postholes, which could be connected to repairs of the south wall. The floor was 

covered in charcoal and ash and charcoal was found over the oven suggesting this building had also 

suffered a fire. Building 6 may have been a later phase of Building 3. This is suggested by the fact 

that the soil layers between the two buildings are very thin and could be interpreted as floor make-

up layers. 

When attempting to interpret Building 6 the archaeologists used the western end of Building 3 to 

help them with the layout. This then suggested a large building divided into three sections; a service 

end that was divided into two rooms, a hall with a central hearth and an eastern chamber. If this 

interpretation is accurate the building maybe a hall house, a type of house built by people of some 

wealth and status. There are, however, some reservations with this idea due to the fact that the 

floor was cut by a pit that contained partially processed grain which suggests a granary or, as has 

been proposed at the Alms Lane site where similar material was found, a brewhouse.  
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(Part of figure 28, Period 2 Building 6) 

 

Property Strip 3 

As with the other areas Property Strip 3 had a build up of soil layers between Period 1 Building 28 

and the next structure Building 8. These layers suggest that the area was used for a variety of 

activities. 

The layers that seals Building 28’s postholes contained two antler burrs, nails, clench bolts, joined 

rove plates, a bone spindle whorl and 331 sherds of pottery. The soil analysis suggested that the 

layers developed from a midden, which is a rubbish dump (Yellow layer on figure 24 below). It is 

possible during this time that the boundary between PS2 and PS3 was slightly more north and 

changed alignment.  

Over this midden soil was a clay and chalk floor layer with one contemporary posthole, which 

contained a knife and pottery sherds. (Not shown on figure 24) 

This was in turn covered by layer containing ash, charcoal and daub-flecked soil as well as an organic 

material which may have been the product of a byre or cattle shed. (Blue and black layers on figure 

24) 

This was covered by a layer with rush or straw remains in it. There was also evidence that fires 

relating to plant processing had been lit on the surface of this layer. The fire areas were regular 

which may suggest that they were enclosed by fences or boundaries. (Red layer on figure 24) 
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 It is on top of this layer that the building 8 floor is constructed. (Green layer on figure 24) 
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Building 8 had a mortar floor that was tempered with gravel and coated with plaster. Analysis shows 

that the flint, chalk and sand used in its creation were all local. A thin over lay of plant residue 

suggests that the floor may have been covered by reeds or rushes. Not many Norman floors have 

been studied but a similar example from the London Guildhall Yard site implies that this type of floor 

was fairly high status.  

The floor was laid against a revetment wall made of posts and planks. Remains of plank were found 

in a beam slot that made up part of the east wall and a large posthole of the southern wall. There 

were also a series of post and stake holes that formed the east wall and stake holes throughout the 

building that represented internal partitions. After the building was constructed a yard of chalk and 

gravel was laid to the south, which was cut by a contemporary pit, and a gravel yard was laid to the 

north east. 

Eventually building 8 also burned down evidenced by the reddening of the mortar floor and the 

charcoal and burned occupation debris, such as eggshell and bone, and burnt structural debris, such 

as thatching materials, which lay above it. There was also evidence of bird guano suggesting that 

birds were nesting in the roof. 

 

(Figure 29 Period 2 Building 8) 
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Discussion 

Changes occurred at the site during the late 11th century probably partly due to the changes that the 

Norman invasion bought to Norwich as a whole. The property strips remained but the boundaries 

changed, the area was first abandoned then the ground level rose due to horticulture, animal 

husbandry and rubbish dumping.  When buildings were again constructed on the site they were 

further back from the street and larger. Also, the building techniques showed a rise in status of the 

occupants; the early form of tripartite building in Building 6 and the plaster covered mortar floor in 

Building 8. 

The range of foreign pottery, although still quite low, did increase and included French and Flemish 

wares, showing a widening of trade links. There were also some high status finds that support the 

idea of the rising status of Kings Street; a decorated bone pine and a decorated copper alloy swivel, 

which is part of a harness. 

 

Period 3 - Late 12th – late 13th centuries   

There were no archaeological layers found in PS1 for this period. 

Northern half of Property Strip 2 

In PS2 55cm of soil naturally accumulated and was dumped over Period 2 Building 5. The western 

end of PS2 then remained open until Period 6. 

Soil layers also developed over Building 6, some of which may have been caused by the dumping of 

rubbish as they contained charcoal, ashes, charred peat, gravel, mortar, building debris, animal bone 

and coprolite material (red layer on figure 27.) The Pottery found included an early medieval ware 

ginger jar and a green glazed Grimston-type strap handle, which indicated that the soil was no 

earlier than the late 12th century. 

 

(Grimston type ware jug with a strap handle, found in Kings Lynn. www.Britishmuseum.org) 

http://www.britishmuseum.org/research/collection_online/collection_object_details.aspx?objectId=22835&partId=1&searchText=grimston+type+ware+strap+handle&page=1
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On top of this the chalk and plaster floor of Building 9 was constructed in a similar position to 

Building 6 (green layer on figure 27). The fill of a contemporary posthole contained daub, a lava 

stone quern and pottery, which was all 12th century with the exception of one 13th century sherd. An 

ash spread covering the floor suggests that this structure burnt down (orange layer on figure 27). 

The burned debris was covered by a charcoal rich soil that contained a number of interesting finds 

including five green glazed fragments of roof tile, two knives, horse shoe nails, a fragment of opaque 

window glass and 1.8 kg of animal bone (blue layer on figure 27). The pottery found suggests that 

the layer developed no earlier than the 13th century. The glass and the roof tile suggest that parts of 

this layer were exposed when a fairly high status building was being constructed, this could have 

been Building 10, which was built in Period 4. 

During this period an east to west route ran through PS2 that linked Kings Street and the river.  This 

path wore away the soils talked about above down to the chalk and plaster floor, creating a hollow 

way.  

A while after Building 9 had been destroyed Building 11 was constructed. This consisted of a timber 

structure with a gravel floor (purple layer on figure 27). In one of the three postholes a squared 

socket was found that measured 28cm x 28cm at its base. A gulley was created along Building 11’s 

southern wall. This could have been an intentional drainage channel or an eaves drip gulley. The 

layer of occupation debris that developed over the top of the floor contained shell, charcoal and 

chalk (yellow layer on figure 27).  A layer of scorched red sand, ash and soot was also found, which 

spread beyond the building and into the hollow way, suggesting that this building suffered a similar 

fate to Building 9. Only the southern part of Building 11 was found, its position suggests that the 

northern half was in PS1. If this is true PS1 and 2 may have merged during Period 3. 

 

 

 

(Figure 27 section showing Period 2 and 3 deposits) 
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(Figure 33 plan of Building 11) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Southern half of Property Strip 2 

In the southern half of PS2 Building 12 is constructed. Due to later walls only a small part of this 

building was uncovered including a chalk floor and one of the beam slots of the south wall, which lay 

right up against PS3. The beam slot still contained some of the flints that were used as footings for 

the building. No north wall features were found, therefore it may be possible there was no wall and 

the north side of the building was open to the elements. 

To the east and west of the building layers developed through general soil growth and the dumping 

of rubbish; spreads of peat ash, charcoal and organic soil containing animal bone and pottery.  

The rubbish dumping was sealed by an accumulation of silt that contained iron, metal working 

debris and 12th – 13th century pottery. 

On top of the silt a sandy gravel yard surface was laid down which had an associated hearth. The 

area was used for activities relating to fire for an extended period of time as there were multiple 

phases of burning and trampling around the edges. 

Recap  

Late 12th century – Rubbish dumping and soil accumulation; Building 9 constructed then destroyed by 

fire. 

 13th century – Charcoal rich soil develops; Building 11 constructed then later destroyed by fire; Hollow 

way develops. 
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To the north of these surfaces a beam slot was found which may have delineated the northern edge 

of Building 13. The yard, which was covered in burnt waste, was resurfaced with chalk and gravel 

and over this floor a flint hearth was built. The hearth was positioned over then former area of 

burning.  This hearth and its smaller replacement also produced fire waste. The waste was overlain 

by a silt that contained mid 12th – early 13th century pottery. On top of this were further resurfacing 

layers of chalk and sand and more fire waste. A final chalk surface was overlain by a midden (rubbish 

dump) which contained pottery of early 13th century date. Refuse pits were also dug through the 

north part of Building 13. 

 

 

 

 

 

  

Property Strip 3 

 

 

 

(Figure 32 Period 3 property boundaries and buildings) 

Recap 

Late 12th century – Building 12 is constructed; rubbish dumped nearby. 

 13th century – Yard surface is laid down; Building 13 constructed; activities relating to fire 

continue for some time; rubbish dumping over Building 13 and fire waste. 
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The burned debris of Period 2 Building 8 is sealed with dumped peat ash, rubbish and the general 

build up of soil. These layers contained many finds including a large amount of animal bone, a Saxo-

Norman knife, rove plates, a horseshoe, Roman tile fragments, one piece of Medieval roof tile, a 

bone dress pin, lava quern fragments and copper alloy sheet fragments. The soil build up continued 

into the 13th century. 

The soil build up ceases when the chalk and clay floor of Building 14 is constructed. This building was 

very disturbed by later foundations so the only evidence for the position of its walls are seven 

stakeholes and a group of postholes. The associated pottery found includes several vessels, some of 

which were imported, that date to the 12th – 13th centuries. Just to the south of the building a road 

surface of clay and pebbles is laid down. 

The building is later refloored with yellow clay, mortar and pebbles. Over the top of this an area of 

burnt clay, ash and charcoal develops indicating a hearth. The hearth contained large amounts of 

burnt flint and some burnt pottery. 

 

 

(Figure 35 Period 3 Building 14) 

Discussion 

 In Period 2 the buildings may have been dwellings and evidence showed that the activities included 

horticulture and animal husbandry. In Period 3 we see a change of use as the new buildings appear 

to be associated with more commercial and production based activities. There is also the merging of 

PS1 and 2. 

 The floors and hearths in Building 13 suggest an activity related to the processing of food 

stuffs which continues for a fairly long time. The development of the hollow way, a path between 
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Kings Street and the river, and the nature of the activities taking place, suggest an emerging 

mercantile riverfront. It is possible that Building 11, which is constructed next to the hollow way, 

was a warehouse and the 2 keys found near Building 12 imply that it needed to be secure.  When 

Building 14 is constructed a road is also made beside it. Commercial links with the continent are 

suggested by an increase in foreign pottery, which was roughly 5% of the pottery group. 

 In Period 3 the usage of the site is moving away from the semi-urban nature of Period 2 to a 

more properly urban nature. 

 

Period 4 Late 13th – mid 14th centuries 

The documentary evidence shows that in this period PS1 and 2 were owned by the Abbey of Woburn 

and PS3 was owned by John Page. 

Property Strips 1 and 2 

The change in ownership of the area may have coincided with the destruction of Building 12 later in 

the 13th century. Deposits found above Building 12 include fire debris and the dumping of ‘garden 

soil’. Further deposits nearby may be related to the dismantling of Building 12 and the construction 

of the new Building 10, which is probably the house mentioned in the 1289 deed. The house was 

demolished in a later period but some features do remain including part the south wall, which was 

made of flint and mortar and had been internally rendered and lime washed. The material used to 

construct the walls and the relative thickness suggests that the building had a second storey. The 

floor was made from clay, gravel and sands and was lower than the contemporary ground layer 

indicating that it had been laid in a rectangular area cut into the prevailing slope. Several pits had 

been cut to the west of Building 10 that may have been related, these contained animal bone, shell, 

a lava quern splinter and clinker (stony residue from a furnace). 
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(Figure 36 Early Period 4 property boundaries, buildings and other features) 

 

 

Property Strip 3 

Period 3 Building 14 is abandoned and soil layers develop over the top, which included building 

debris, domestic waste and midden deposits. The coprolites found in the layers show that the 

wasteland attracted scavenging dogs. A large pit was cut through these layers possibly to remove a 

remaining element of Building 14. Finds from within the layers included a knife, lead metallurgical 

debris, a copper alloy rivet, 12th century architectural stone and decorated pottery. The nature of the 

material suggests the clearance of a nearby high status 12th century house. Excavations conducted 

on the opposite side of Kings Street near to Dragon Hall in 2002 uncovered remains of an early stone 

building.   

 

Building 23 was then constructed in PS3 (see plan above), although hardly any of it remained. Its 

features include a floor made of clay with occasional chalk, two phases of beam slots and a very 

small section of the north wall which was made from flint, brick and tile. The street frontage of the 

building was very difficult to see but it is possible that part of Building 23 survives in the walls of 

Dragon Hall. The surface of Old Barge yard to the south of Building 23 had been cut by two post 

holes which may have been related to the building. 
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Figure 10 Elevation of north wall of Dragon Hall’s service room. It is possible the shaded part of this 

wall date to the late 13th century (Building 23) 

 

 

The timber built Building 23 was replaced by the stone Building 15, which had substantial footings 

made of flint and lime mortar. The archaeological remains found may be part of the eastern section 

of a hall house with the classic tripartite plan; a central hall flanked by two chambers. Parts of the 

western section of this house survive as part of Dragon Hall’s southern wing including an ornate 

doorway with associated masonry. (In a hall house the service block is separated from the hall by a 

screens passage way, it is the door way to this passage that is the best preserved part of this 14th 

century building.) 

 

The remains of Building 15 are few, consisting of three sections of wall. The eastern wall was 

randomly coursed and contained several straw-impressed bricks and a large fragment of lava quern. 

The position of this wall suggests that, if the west end was up against Kings Street, the building was 

26.35m in length. The location relative to Building 23’s gable beam slot also suggests that the beam 

was still in place when the wall was constructed. A length of the southern wall also survived and a 

very small part of the northern wall.  
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Figure 39 Plan showing Period 4 buildings (Building 23 and 15 features highlighted) 

Building 15 was a very difficult building to interpret as there are many uncertainties. When the 

surviving walls of the southern wing of Dragon Hall are examined a discrepancy in the thickness and 

alignment of the walls can be seen suggesting that the walls are of a different build date. A three 

phase evolution of this part of Dragon Hall has been proposed. 

1. Building 23 was constructed from timber, possibly with a stone street frontage 

2. The western end of Building 23 is later replaced with a stone range, which partly survives in 

Dragon Hall. 

3. The timber eastern range is then replaced with the stone and flint walls found during the 

excavation. 
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Figure 3 Ground floor plan of Dragon Hall 

 

 

 

To read a more comprehensive discussion of this interpretation and of the surviving parts of Building 

23 and 15 see chapter 3 in the excavation report titled ‘Dragon Hall: Description and Interpretation’ 

by Robert Smith. 

 

A while later Building 16, possibly a kitchen, is erected against the gable of Building 15. The mortar 

and flint rubble footings of the building survived until 1937. Building 16 had a clay and chalk floor, its 

north wall survived to a height of 1.2m, its south wall was faced with knapped flint and had a door 

jamb the western side of which was made of hand-made purple bricks.  There was a stone plinth in 

the south west corner of the building which may have been a threshold or the base to an oven. 
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Figure 39 Plan showing Period 4 buildings (Building 16 features highlighted) 

 

 

The 1289 deed indicates that the holding of John Page is extended to the north to include the 

western parts of PS1 and PS2. Evidence of the ensuing change in use of the space is seen in the 

archaeology. 

 

The hollow way is filled in with tipped soils such as clay, peat ash, charcoal and organic material. 

These layers are then covered by a sand and gravel yard surface. Building 17, a timber structure, was 

then constructed on top, evidence by four remaining post holes that contained 13th century pottery.  

A wall was also constructed to mark the new boundary, of which three courses of stone survived to a 

width of 0.45m. The mortar was compared to that of Building 15 and was found to be very similar, 

suggesting they were constructed around the same time. 

 

The yard area inside the new wall was levelled with a silty clay which sealed the period 3 pits, edge 

of the hollow way and the foundation trench for the wall. The layer contained late 12th to early 13th 

century pottery. It was cut by a large refuse pit containing 13th century pottery, animal bone and a 

copper alloy clip. A deep layer of silty gravel developed over the top which suggests the area was 

used as a garden. The soil contained 2.3kg of animal bone, pottery and lead and copper alloy metal 

working waste. 

 

Pits were dug in the garden that contained animal bone and lots of 12th to 13th century pottery. A  
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large refuse pit close to the north wall of Building 15 contained thatching and flooring material. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 37 Later Period 4 building and property boundaries 

 

Woburn Abbey Holding 

When Building 18 was built it respected the new boundary set out in the 1289 deed and was 

therefore built afterwards. This is supported by the pottery found in its features. One of the floor 

layers contained late 13th century pottery which provides a terminus post quem for the floor (the 

floor must have been laid after the pottery was made therefore the floor is no earlier than the late 

13th century). The floor also contained a jetton, a token with a design, usually copper alloy, which is 

used in a similar manner to a coin, which was dated to between 1302 and 1350. 

The walls of Building 18 had been later robbed out leaving only the foundation trenches. These 

contained building material that suggested the Building 18 was at least partially constructed from 

brick and roofed with red peg tiles. 

The first layer within the building was a sand which contained 6kg of roof tile and was the base for a 

mortar floor that had been tempered with flint and gravel. The floor contained chalk, charcoal, 

animal bone, crushed shell, peat ash and burnt clay. The floor was heat reddened by the hearth and 

had been remade at least once as it contained a 5mm thick layer of hearth sweepings. The upper 

layer of the floor was made from reddened brick earth coated with a thin layer of plaster which was 

in turn covered by charred hearth debris. A hollow in the eastern part of the building had been filled 

in with clay and silt and contained 4kg of roof tile and a socketed iron arrowhead. The pottery 

included glazed wares such as Grimston ware, Yarmouth-type, Scarborough phase 1, Ely, North 

French and Andenne. A sherd from a Merida olive jar was found in the mortar floor. 
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The east and west ends of the building were difficult to determine. A period 6 robber trench may 

have been the eastern gable or an internal partition. 

The floor repairs and waste was sealed in the eastern end of the structure by a sandy clay floor with 

layers of peat ash. A similar layer of peat ash was found around the brick and tile hearth that 

probably sat against the south wall. Postholes around the hearth indicate that a smokebox was 

constructed around it. A walkway between the hearth and smokebox was found where it had worn 

down the layer of peat ash. The walk way was 0.15m deep and had a north extension the encircled a 

post hole. 

The ash was sealed by sand that was a bed for a pebble floor set in clay. This floor contained fish, 

animal bone, shell and corroded copper alloy sheet. A second pebble and clay floor was later laid 

over the top, which was covered with scatters of plant food, cereal processing waste and fish bone. 

It is possible that Building 18 was a detached kitchen for Building 10. 

• It’s hearth was opposite the eastern end of Building 10 which is traditionally the service end 

of a house 

• It had a fire resistant tile roof 

• It was divided into a number of bays 

• Peat ash was the traditional fuel for a kitchen 

• There was accumulations of waste on the floor such as egg shell and animal bone 

 

However there is a possibility that Building 18 may have been a fish house. They were fairly common 

in Norwich, a contemporary fish house is recorded nearby and such buildings were divided into 

separate areas so the various processes involved in preparing fish could take place under one roof. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 39 Plan showing Period 4 buildings (Building 18 highlighted) 
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Figure 42 Period 4 hearth, smokebox and walkway channel within Building 18 

 

 

Discussion 

 

In the last quarter of the 13th century the final transformation from semi-urban to truly urban takes 

places as the site is now owned by the professional and ecclesiastical elite. 

 

The waterfront appears to have become more important than King Street during this time suggested 

by Woburn Abbey being willing to sell the portion of their holding adjacent to the street to John 

Page and placing their new building in alignment with the river. What they require from the site was 

access to the river for fish, lots of which was eaten at the monastic houses, and for trade. The 

development of St Anne’s Lane to the north also allowed them to access King Street if needed 

without the street frontage.  Building 10 was a substantial building made from stone that may have 

been of similar size to the stone building found during an excavation at St Martin-at-Palace-Plain. It 

probably had a secure storage area at basement level and lodgings for visitors above. 

 

When John Page bought the site at Dragon Hall it would have been derelict and probably covered in 

building rubble. What was important for him too was its location on the waterfront. He had a house 

there by 1289 (Building 23) and its partial stone replacement (Building 15 phase 2) can be dated 

stylistically to the 1330’s. What he had built was a large, imposing house with a garden meant to 

impress. When the walls were all eventually replace with stone, it is possible that the north wall 

remained timber as it was hidden from public view. 
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The look of the site had changed in this period but also the ability to see the river as sightlines were 

disrupted by the new buildings. Woburn Abbey and Page now controlled the routes to the river 

either side of the site and the route through the site had been blocked. The entrance to the site in 

Page’s holding was now through an ornate door and screens passage into the courtyard. These 

changes reinforced the idea that the riverfront was now owned and used by wealthy individuals and 

institutions. 

 

 

Period 5 mid 14th – early 15th centuries 

Sometime between 1314 and 1351/2 the Dragon Hall site was once again owned by two people as 

Roger Midday bought the former Woburn Abbey holding. The southern half was owned by the Page 

family until it was sold to Peter de Bumpsted in 1351/2. Documents show that the site was again 

combined by at least 1384. It is possible that Roger Midday was responsible for this as the Cleres 

family later bought Dragon Hall from him so he must have purchased the southern half of the site 

also. 

When Peter de Bumpsted bought the southern half from the Page family in 1351/2 the buildings 

were over 60 years old so it’s not surprising that he made some alterations. A new wall was 

constructed it the eastern part of Building 15 to define a new bay possibly creating the sleeping 

quarters of what could now be called  a classic tripartite hall house. The new wall was made from 

flint with occasional red 13th or 14th century bricks held together with a creamy yellow mortar. Lava 

stone fragments and a block of limestone were also recorded. The floor of the new bay was sealed 

with clay and a flint and brick garderobe (toilet) was built in the north-west corner. The garderobe 

was at least 1.9m deep. Similar additions have been found in contemporary houses but usually to 

the outside of the building. This creates a problem with the interpretation. However, the garderobe 

may have been built inside so the hall was not connected to the kitchen and fire was less likely to 

spread from one building to the other. 

Changes were also made in Building 18 evidenced by the tile fragments, mortar and loam that 

collected over the period 4 floors. The floors were also sealed by a clayey sand containing animal 

bone, fish bone, shell, roof tile, plaster and 14th – 15th century pottery. This was in turn covered by a 

brown clay and sand floor 0.10 – 0.15m deep containing fragments of glazed roof tile, a ewer leg and 

pottery. To the east of the period 4 hearth was an oval feature with associated ash and charcoal that 

probably replaced it. It contained a lot of fish bones including the only examples of lemon sole and 

salmon/trout found at the site. A trench running north –south down the centre of the building 

suggests that a new partition wall was made. 

During this period Building 17 was taken down and the former route through the site to the river 

was reopened. Building 17’s postholes were covered over by the new road’s gravel and cobble 

surface. Pot holes that develop within the road were filled with oyster shell or fragments of peg tile 

and a 4.35m drainage gulley or wheel rut was found. Finds from the road surface include an iron wall 

lock, fragments of painted opaque Medieval glass, Paffrath ware pottery, 13th century Rhenish stone 

ware and a Grimston ware face jug. The late Grimston ware pottery suggests a 15th century date for 

the road. 
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A new timber building was constructed beside building 10 and partially over the road surface. The 

southern wall of the building was represented by three post pits, one of which had a socket for a 

massive post at least 0.50m square. The large Medieval dished pan found in the post pit fill suggests 

a commercial use and even though the building was partly over the road there was still enough room 

for carts to pass suggesting they co-existed. 

It is during this period that Dragon Hall’s spine wall may have been built. The spine wall is aligned 

not with the street front of Dragon Hall but with Buildings 10 and 18. It also had two arches, the 

smaller pedestrian arch, which may have led into an extension of the service block of Building 15, 

and a much larger arch which lines up with the road. It may have been built as a boundary wall to 

separate the street front and the new Building 19 from the courtyard and its associated buildings. 

Building 19 was probably under a different occupancy as its position suggests it was built to take 

advantage of the street front and was rented out. It was a timber building its south and east walls 

represented by postholes, pits and gullies. 
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Figure 44 Plan showing new buildings and development of old buildings in Period 5 

 

 

Discussion 

During the latter part of this period the Dragon Hall site was again combined and became a large 

piece of land with substantial stone and timber buildings, some old, some new. The fact that the 

period 4 buildings remained with only minor alteration suggests they were in good repair. The 

garderobe addition to Building 15 supports the idea that it continued to be a domestic dwelling and 

the replacement hearth and fish bones in Building 18 suggests it too kept its period 4 identity as 

kitchen or fish house. 

The reinstatement of the route through the site may have been to keep a private route to the river 

available as St Anne’s Lane had become a public right of way. The buildings present of the site would 

have provided a large amount storage space and may have been let out. These features gave the site 

the potential to develop into a mercantile complex that could be served by the road and the river. 

 


