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Abstract 
 
An archaeological watching brief was carried out by Archaeology South-East on land 
at St. Lawrence Church, High Street, Bidborough, Kent (NGR: 556509 143200) 
between 28th April and 2nd May 2008 for Tunbridge Wells Borough Council.  
 
Forty-two square postholes, measuring 0.2m² with a depth of 0.8m, were excavated 
for the erection of a new fence line bordering the churchyard site, 1.5m east of the 
existing wall which is currently being restored and renovated. Additionally, six small 
linear slots, measuring 0.14m by 1.25m with a depth of 0.18m were excavated 
through the concrete path to house steel rods designed to reinforce stability. All of 
the groundworks carried out at site were closely monitored by an archaeologist. 
 
No archaeological cut features were observed on the site, although datable finds 
(including potsherds, ceramic building material, bone and glass) were recovered 
from the topsoil deposit in some of the postholes. All of the recovered material was 
post-medieval and the earliest piece of pottery was dated to the late 18th to early 19th 
century. 
 
The underlying natural geology, comprising very fine, soft, natural light brown-orange 
sand with occasional small sandstone inclusions, was encountered at a maximum 
height of 124.95mOD at the peak of the slope, west of the church building, falling 
away to 120.81mOD at the northernmost posthole. Within all of the postholes, 
overlying the natural was a soft, mid grey-brown silty-sand topsoil deposit. The 
contexts recorded in the linear slots were concrete overlying topsoil. Natural was not 
encountered in any of the linear slots. No other contexts were recorded during the 
watching brief programme. 
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1.0 INTRODUCTION 
 
1.1 Site Background  
 
1.1.1 Archaeology South-East (ASE), a division of University College London Field 

Archaeology Unit, was commissioned by Tunbridge Wells Borough Council to 
undertake an archaeological watching brief within the churchyard of St. 
Lawrence Church, High Street, Bidborough, Kent, during the construction of 
new boundary fencing and repairs to the boundary wall (Fig. 2). The site is 
centred on NGR 556509 143200 and its location is shown on Fig. 1. 

 
1.2 Site Geology and Location 
 
1.2.1 The site is located centrally in the village of Bidborough (between Tonbridge 

and Tunbridge Wells) between the roads of Spring Hill and the High Street at 
NGR 556509 143200. 

 
1.2.2 According to Sheet 287 of the British Geological Survey (1:50 000 series), 

the site lies on Tunbridge Wells Sand. 
 
 
1.2 Planning Background 
 
1.2.1 The watching brief followed the recommendations made by the Heritage 

Conservation Group (HCG) at Kent County Council (KCC). The following 
condition was advised on the planning consents: 

 
 No development shall take place until the applicant, or their agents or 

successors in title, has secured the implementation of a watching brief to be 
undertaken by an archaeologist approved by the Local Planning Authority so 
that the excavation is observed and items of interest and finds are recorded. 
The watching brief shall be in accordance with a written programme and 
specification which has been submitted to and approved by the Local Planning 
Authority. 

 
1.2.2 A Specification was prepared by HCG, KCC in November 2006 which 

outlined the strategy for the fieldwork and was followed throughout the 
watching brief monitoring. 

 
1.2.3 The planning reference issued by Tunbridge Wells Borough Council for the 

proposal is TW/06/01950.  
 
1.3 Scope of the Report 
 
1.3.1 This document presents the results of the archaeological watching brief 

carried out on land at St. Lawrence Church, Bidborough, Kent between 28th 
April and 2nd May 2008. 

 
1.3.2 The fieldwork was undertaken by Kathryn Grant (Field officer). The project 

was managed by Neil Griffin (Project Manager) and Jim Stevenson (Post-
excavation Manager).  
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2.0 ARCHAEOLOGICAL AND HISTORICAL BACKGROUND 
 
2.1 Historical Background 
 
2.1.1 As the church itself (Figure 6) is the focal point of the site and has had an 

interesting record of development, its history provides pertinent background 
to the site’s activity over several centuries. The history has been summarised 
below (with all due acknowledgment?). 

 
2.1.2 The church stands on the top of a steep hill overlooking the village and rich 

green valleys. Although the exact date for the creation of the church is 
uncertain, it is thought that part of the present building dates back to the 10th 
century when stone was quarried out of the hill on which it stands to be used 
as building-material for the construction of the original small rectangular 
building.  Over the centuries, the building has been greatly restored and it 
was enlarged during the 19th century (St Lawrence Church 2004-2008).  

 
2.1.3 In view of the fact that the church has undergone regular periods of 

renovation and restoration, material evidence is likely to be within the 
environs of the churchyard itself.   

 
2.2 Archaeological Potential 
 
2.2.1 Because of the site’s location within the church’s graveyard, the Specification 

(KCC 2006) outlined the archaeological potential of the site, with emphasis 
on the possibility of finding human remains.. 

 
2.2.2 Since the intrusive groundwork was carried out within the grounds of the 

original churchyard, there was a possibility that archaeological remains, 
particularly human remains would be disturbed.  

 
2.2.3 Mesolithic flint tool finds were recorded along the Wealden Ridge of high 

ground occupied by the village (KCC 2006).  
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3.0 ARCHAEOLOGICAL METHODOLOGY 
 
3.1 The objectives of the archaeological watching brief were to contribute to the 

knowledge of Bidborough and its church through the monitoring of the 
excavation of new groundworks in order to ensure that any features, artefacts 
or ecofacts of archaeological interest exposed and affected by the 
groundworks were recorded and interpreted to appropriate standards. 
Particular attention was to be made to the extent, character, height below 
ground level, condition, date and significance of the deposits. 

 
3.2 The programme of groundworks changed since the initial Specification was 

drawn up. The groundworks undertaken included the erection of a new 
boundary fence and the reconstruction of the existing boundary wall (Fig. 3). 
All excavation was undertaken by hand.  

 
3.3 Forty-two square postholes measuring 0.2m² with a depth of 0.8m were 

excavated to hold 125mm² timber posts. A 2.0m gap was left between each 
excavated hole and the fence line was 1.5m east of the bordering wall. The 
postholes were hand-excavated by the fencing contractors SSW Ltd using a 
clamshell digger (otherwise known as a posthole digger) and a long-handled 
small spade.  The excavation of each posthole was closely monitored by an 
archaeologist, however the confined space of the excavated areas meant 
that visibility of layers was difficult. The measurements and levels taken of 
the deposits are therefore as accurate as was possible given the 
circumstances.   

 
3.4 The spoil from the excavations was inspected to recover any artefacts or 

ecofacts of archaeological interest. 
 
3.5 Once each timber post was placed within its posthole, concrete was used as 

the post packing to fill in any voids and to provide stability for the post prior to 
the construction of the upper part of the fence. Monitoring was only 
necessary for the intrusive groundworks. 

 
3.6 In addition to the postholes, six small linear slots were excavated between a 

series of postholes located either side of the concrete path (south west of the 
church) (see section 4.3). Each slot measured 1.25m (length) by 0.14m 
(width) with a depth of 0.18m. They were hand-excavated using concrete 
cutters to break through the path, in order to house 10mm (circumference) 
stainless steel reinforcement rods which were laid-in horizontally to join up 
the fence posts on either side (Figs. 2 and 8). These slots have been labelled 
from A-F for clarity within this report (Fig. 2 and section 4.3). In order to ovoid 
confusion between deposits, different numbers were issued to the contexts 
found in the postholes and those uncovered within the slots. 

 
3.7 As only simple stratigraphic sequences were revealed during the watching 

brief monitoring and due to the small area which was being excavated, no 
scaled sections were produced.Measured drawings have been kept as part of 
the archive for this project. 

 
3.8 A series of levels were taken using the bench mark (126.51m OD) located on 

the western wall of the church as a back sight. Heights were taken along the 
course of the fence line as a contour record of the hill.  From these levels, the 
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height of each deposit within individual postholes was calculated.   
  
3.9 In order to demonstrate progress, methodology and findings a day-to-day 

photographic record was maintained throughout the watching brief 
programme.  

 
3.10 No deposits suitable for environmental sampling were encountered. 
 
3.11 
 

Number of Contexts 4 
No. of files/paper record 1 file 
Plan and sections sheets 0 
Bulk Samples 0 
Photographs 34 Digital photographs taken. b/w 

and c/s 
Bulk finds 0 
Registered finds 0 
Environmental flots/residue 0 

 
Table 1: Quantification of site archive 
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4.0 RESULTS 
 
4.1 The Postholes  
 

Forty-two postholes were hand-excavated for the erection of the boundary 
fence (Fig. 2). Each posthole measured 0.2m² with a depth of c.0.8m with the 
exception of posthole 31 which measured 0.4m² to house two adjacent posts 
to allow for the changing direction of the fence line. Only two contexts were 
encountered during the excavation of the postholes. These are described 
below in 4.1.2. No archaeological features were uncovered and no human 
remains were found.  

 
4.1.1 
 

Number Type Description Max. 
Length 

(m) 

Max. 
Width 

(m) 

Max. 
Depth 

(m) 

Max. 
Height  
(m OD) 

001 Deposit Topsoil/turf - - 0.50 125.15 
002 Deposit Natural  - - - 124.95 

Table 2: List of recorded contexts in the postholes 
 
4.1.2 Summary 
 
 The stratigraphic sequence of these contexts was as follows: 
 

(001) - A soft mid grey silty-sand topsoil deposit with occasional small, fine 
roots was uncovered in all of the postholes excavated on the site. The turf 
covering was not present within postholes 1 to 15 due to their close proximity 
to the path. This deposit had a maximum thickness of 0.5m in the lowest area 
on site (PH42) at 121.31mOD and thins out to 0.2m towards the top of the 
slope, west of the church building (PH24) at 125.15mOD. Observations show 
that there is an increased build-up of the topsoil deposit in the lower lying 
areas of the site, probably as a result of hillwash activity.  
 
(002) - Below the topsoil, a very fine, soft, natural light brown-orange sand 
with occasional small sandstones, was encountered at a maximum height of 
124.95mOD at the peak of the slope, west of the church building, falling away 
to 120.81mOD at the northernmost posthole (PH42). The sandstone 
inclusions within this deposit increased in size in the postholes on the peak of 
the hill and southwest of the church. 
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4.1.3 

Topsoil/Turf 
(001) 

Natural   
(002) 

Posthole 
(PH) 

Number Max. Depth 
(m) 

Max. Height 
(m OD) 

Max. Height 
(m OD) 

01 0.20 124.61 124.41 
02 0.20 124.61 124.41 
03 0.20 124.61 124.41 
04 0.20 124.61 124.41 
05 0.20 124.61 124.41 
06 0.20 124.73 124.53 
07 0.20 124.73 124.53 
08 0.20 124.76 124.56 
09 0.20 124.76 124.56 
10 0.20 124.89 124.69 
11 0.20 124.89 124.69 
12 0.20 124.89 124.69 
13 0.20 124.89 124.69 
14 0.20 125.00 124.80 
15 0.20 125.00 124.80 
16 0.20 125.00 124.80 
17 0.20 125.00 124.80 
18 0.20 125.10 124.90 
19 0.20 125.15 124.95 
20 0.20 125.15 124.95 
21 0.20 125.15 124.95 
22 0.20 125.15 124.95 
23 0.20 125.15 124.95 
24 0.20 125.15 124.95 
25 0.25 125.15 124.90 
26 0.25 125.10 124.85 
27 0.25 125.05 124.80 
28 0.25 125.00 124.75 
29 0.25 124.95 124.70 
30 0.25 124.90 124.65 
31 0.25 124.85 124.60 
32 0.30 124.41 124.11 
33 0.30 124.00 123.70 
34 0.30 123.76 123.46 
35 0.35 123.00 122.65 
36 0.40 122.60 122.20 
37 0.40 122.22 121.82 
38 0.40 121.94 121.54 
39 0.45 121.77 121.32 
40 0.45 121.52 121.07 
41 0.50 121.43 121.93 
42 0.50 121.31 120.81 

 
Table 3: Context information relating to individual postholes 
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4.2 Significant Postholes  
 
4.2.1 Seven of the postholes contained artefacts (PH10, 14, 15, 22, 26, 40 and 42). 

Although the finds assemblage from the watching brief was small, it will assist 
our understanding of the site’s activity.  
 

4.2.2 Fragments of Ceramic Building Material (CBM) were uncovered in the topsoil 
(001) in postholes 10, 15, 22 and 26 and potsherds were uncovered in the 
topsoil of postholes 22, 26, 40 and 42. One animal bone was revealed in the 
topsoil of posthole 14 and two small fragments of glass were encountered in 
the topsoil of posthole 40.  
 

4.2.3 All finds were collected for analysis and dating (see 5.0). 
 
4.2.4 Posthole 24 was located within close proximity (0.95m west) of a gravestone 

inscribed with the dates ‘1884’ and ‘1890’. Additional care was taken during 
the excavation of this posthole. Fortunately the grave was located east of the 
grave stone and was not disturbed by the posthole.  

 
4.3 Linear Slots 
 
4.3.1 Six small linear slots, measuring 0.14m by 1.25m and 0.18m deep were 

excavated through the concrete path for the installation of steel reinforcement 
rods adjoining proposed posts in postholes 2-13 (see 4.3.3). Each slot 
revealed two contexts, the concrete for the path (003) and underlying topsoil 
(004). (004) was the same type of deposit as (001) found in the postholes.  
See 4.3.3 for context descriptions. No archaeological features were 
uncovered and no human remains were found. 

 
4.3.2 
 

Number Type Description Max. 
Length 

(m) 

Max. 
Width 

(m) 

Max. 
Depth 

(m) 

Max. 
Height (m 

OD) 
003  Deposit Concrete 

Path 
- 1.25 0.03 124.89 

004 Deposit Topsoil - - Not fully 
Revealed 

124.86 

 
Table 4: List of recorded contexts in the linear slots 
 

4.3.3 Summary 
 
 The stratigraphic sequence of these contexts was as follows: 
 

(003) – A thin layer of concrete forming part of the pathway around 
churchyard was encountered during the excavation of these slots  

 
(004) – Underlying the concrete path (003), a soft mid grey silty-sand topsoil 
deposit with occasional small fine roots was uncovered in all of the slots. This 
deposit is the same as the topsoil (001) revealed in the postholes, but has 
been numbered separately to avoid stratigraphic misunderstanding. Due to 
the shallow nature of these slots only 0.18m of this deposit was revealed in 
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section. This context was encountered at 124.58mOD in the southernmost 
Slot F gradually rising by 0.28m to 124.86mOD in Slot A, the northernmost 
slot.  

 
4.3.4 
 
 

Concrete (003) Topsoil (004) Slot 
Number 

(St) 

Related 
Postholes 

(PH) 
Depth (m) Max. Height 

(m OD) 
Depth  

(m) 
Max. 

Height  
(m OD) 

A 12 - 13 0.03 124.89 - 124.86 
B 10 -11 0.03 124.89 - 124.86 
C 8 - 9 0.03 124.76 - 124.73 
D 6 - 7 0.03 124.73 - 124.70 
E 4 - 5 0.03 124.61 - 124.58 
F 2 - 3 0.03 124.61 - 124.58 

 
Table 5: Context information relating to the linear slots 
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5.0 THE FINDS  by Elke Raemen and Gemma Driver 
 
5.1 The archaeological watching brief at St. Lawrence Church, Bidorough, 

produced a small assemblage of finds, a summary of which can be found in 
Table 6. All bulk finds were washed and dried by context. Since no 
archaeological cut features were present on site, all of the finds were 
recovered from the topsoil deposit (001).  

 
5.1.1 
 

Context  
and 

Posthole 
(PH) Pot 

wt 
(g) CBM

wt 
(g) Bone

wt 
(g) Glass 

wt 
(g) 

001 PH10 - - 3 180 - - - - 
001 PH14 - - - - 1 24 - - 
001 PH15 - - 3 1200 - - - - 
001 PH22 2 24 3 108 - - - - 
001 PH26 2 24 1 18 - - - - 
001 PH40 2 6 - - - - 2 22 

001 
PH42 1 <2 - - - - - - 

 
Table 6: Quantification of the finds 

 
5.2 The Pottery 
 
5.2.1 The earliest pieces were recovered from PH 22, and consist of an unglazed 

red earthenware flowerpot fragment and a late creamware sherd, dating to 
the late 18th to early 19th century. 
 

5.2.2 Other fragments include white English porcelain, blue transfer printed china 
and blue transfer printed pearlware, all of 19th-century date. 

 
5.3 Other Finds 
 
5.3.1 A single piece of bone, consisting of a cattle-sized cranial fragment, was 

recovered from PH 14. 
 
5.3.2 Two pieces of glass were recovered from PH 40. These consist of a clear 

glass facetted bottle stop from a perfume bottle or decanter, and a single pale 
blue cylindrical or oval bottle fragment. Both fragments date to the second 
half of the 19th to early 20th century. 

 
5.4 Potential 
  
5.4.1 The finds assemblage has no potential for further analysis. No further work is 

required and it is recommended to discard the material. 
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6.0 DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSIONS 
 
6.1  The watching brief has provided no evidence of archaeological cut features 

and only a small quantity of artefacts was recovered. Despite the fact that 
churchyard deposits are notoriously mixed, a remark particularly pertinent at 
this site where the gradient of the hill affects the potential colluvial activity on 
deposits down-slope and the presence of two graves at the top of the hill, no 
burials were encountered during the monitoring.   

 
6.2 All of the recovered material from the site is indicative of post-medieval 

activity from the late 18th to the early 20th century.  All of the finds were 
recovered from the topsoil deposit covering the site which overlies the natural 
substrate. With the exception of the concrete path and its underlying topsoil 
deposit recorded in the linear slots, no other contexts were revealed during 
the groundworks.  

 
6.3 Whilst the recovered artefacts provide useful dating information for the 

deposits and cut features uncovered at the site, the assemblage has no 
potential for further analysis.  

 
6.4 The watching brief has provided varied useful information pertaining to the 

site’s history and archaeological activity, which will be stored in the site’s 
archive. 

 
6.5 Impact Assessment 
 
6.5.1 The results of the watching brief has allowed for conclusions to be reached 

regarding the impact that the development has had upon any archaeological 
remains, including the impact on future planning decisions taken on the site. 
In this regard the works carried out on land at St. Lawrence Church can be 
seen to have fulfilled the aims and objectives of the investigation as 
stipulated in the Specification (KCC 2006). 

 
6.5.2 In view of the fact that no archaeological cut features were uncovered on the 

site and only a few, fairly limited unstratified artefacts were recovered, it is 
sufficient to conclude that the watching brief monitoring verifies that the 
groundworks undertaken between the 28th April and 2nd May 2008 had no 
impact on the archaeological resource.  

 
6.5.3 It is worth bearing in mind, however, that although the groundwork carried out 

during this project encountered only a small amount of archaeology, this does 
not infer that the site itself has no archaeological potential, particularly in 
respect of human remains given its churchyard location. Since the 
groundwork took place along the actual site boundary and given the limited 
surface area which was excavated, it is reasonable to presume that 
archaeological material lies elsewhere. The two graves at the top of the hill 
are situated in close proximity to the site boundary The results of this 
watching brief are specific to the groundwork carried out between the 28th of 
April and the 2nd of May 2008.  
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Figs.
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Fig. 3: The site (looking south-east)

Fig. 4: Dismantling old fence (looking south-east)



Figs.
5 & 6Project Ref: 2756 July 2008
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Fig. 5: Excavating postholes (looking south)

Fig. 6: Posthole 24 (looking east)



Figs.
7 & 8Project Ref: 2756 July 2008
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Fig. 7: Reconstruction work on the wall (looking south)

Fig. 8: Linear slot A  and posthole 13 (looking south)
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Fig. 9: View of new fence line from top of hill (looking north-west)
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