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Since I became involved with Lewes Priory Trust, I have been drawn into the history of the site, energised further by 
a tour of some glorious Cluniac sites in France in the summer of 2019. I never expected to discover anything new 
from my research but I hope I have collected together an interesting storyline around the subject of Lewes, its 
many railways, and the consequences during their construction for the remains of the Priory of St Pancras.  

I have drawn on many sources including works published at the time by Mark Antony Lower and Gideon Mantell. J 
T Howard Turner’s book The London, Brighton & South Coast Railway, Parts 1 and 2 have provided context for the 
railway companies involved. Two other articles have been particularly useful: Railways At Lewes by Robert 
Cheesman; and an article which appeared in The Railway Magazine called The Lewes Station Mystery by Charles E 
Lee.  

I have been particularly encouraged by the support I have received from Graham Mayhew, Arthur Franklin and 
Tony Freeman from the Lewes Priory Trust Board of Trustees but also from their contacts including Geoff Smith, 
Peter Wisdom and David Searle of The Brighton Circle. Much of the information came from the extensive 
newspaper archives and so provides the closest to first-hand accounts. The final source is expected to be the hard 
copy records for the railway companies involved which are held at The National Archives, Kew. None of the 
company records from the time have been digitised. I plan to visit Kew when it re-opens. 

A couple of interesting questions (see last page for plan of Priory site) 

When I first started searching the newspaper archives I was trying to answer two questions relating to the Priory 
site and the railway: 

• The following drawings of the Priory from the late eighteenth/ early nineteenth centuries look west 
showing the eastern end of the reredorter (toilet block) but also the southern walls of the Infirmary fully 
exposed on the right. As the Infirmary is now covered by a substantial embankment, was it railway navvies 
who covered the walls with spoil from the railway cuttings they were digging? The images are from the 
Lewes Priory Trust website with kind permission of Sussex Archaeological Society. 

 
Panoramic view from the east by Lambert, late eighteenth century 

 
By James Rouse from the east 1825
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Late nineteenth century photograph from Baxter’s Illustrated Guide, showing Infirmary lower embankment on the right 

 
The view towards the west a few months ago 

• There were two famous discoveries at the site during the construction of the railway. So much has 
been written about the first, the discovery of the remains of William and Gundrada, that there is 
little to add. The second, and less well-known, was the discovery of a mass grave in a large chalk 
cavity just beyond the eastern end of the Great Church. The thousands of human bones discovered 
are believed to be the remains of many of the fallen at the Battle Of Lewes. The question is, what did 
the railway company do with those bones? 

What follows below is an attempt to answer these questions (definitive answers will probably have to wait 
until Kew reopens). 

Lewesian indifference to their new railway 

I shall start by drawing attention to a newspaper article that appeared in the Sussex Advertiser on 9 June 
1846. The Brighton to Lewes railway had opened the previous day and the article draws attention, rather 
cynically, to the lack of interest shown by the residents of Lewes. “Lewes affords an example of pre-eminent 
indifference to that event which other towns usually hail with delight and celebrate with rejoicings”. So what 
was the reason for this indifference? The article concludes that it was all to do with the siting, and 
incomplete state, of the stations at the time of opening: 

• The siting of Lewes Station had long been a bone of contention ever since the line was first planned. 
Newspaper articles at the time talk of differences of opinion from “upper” and “lower” residents of 
Lewes. Of course this is not referring to status but to where business was done in town. The railway 
company had decided that the station should be close to School Hill/ Cliffe High Street in Friars’ Walk 
but had also committed to building a station in the Ham area of town. Ancient maps show The Ham 
Fields around the area of the current station north of the marshy Brooks area. 
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Until the completion of the Lewes to Hastings extension a few months later, the Lewes trains 
terminated at the railway company’s new offices in Friars’ Walk but the station here would not be 
finished for a further three months and a temporary booking office was used until then. 

From Geoff Smith 
Looking south towards original Lewes Station and railway offices in Friars’ Walk which were demolished in 1969 

 
Left line to Friar’s Walk terminus, right line is the original route to Hastings. Image from The Lewes Station Mystery by Charles E Lee 

• A further “station” had been built in the Ham area of town (ancient maps of Lewes show this to be 
south of The Brooks). At the time of opening this was little more than a short platform with the 
station called either Ham or Southover. This was closer to the current station but remained 
incomplete with cover over the platform not provided for another eighteen months. 

So the residents of Lewes will have felt that the railway was not complete and many would feel that the 
station was in the wrong place. Within a few months, the opening of the extension to Hastings resulted in a 
further station (or platform) called Pinwell. Therefore, in 1846, Lewes had three new railway stations within 
the space of less than a square mile! 

Despite what the Sussex Advertiser claimed, I feel that there might have been other reasons that led to 
indifference at this time: 

Lewesian indifference to their new railway - the speed and the way in which the railway was constructed 

• While the railway had been planned to avoid the Priory remains that were visible in 1844, no one 
knew (although maps from that era show that they had a good idea) where the Great Church was 
located until the arrival of the navvies to the site. On 28 October 1845 the navvies had been digging 
a forty feet wide and twelve feet deep cutting through the site. By then, they must have already 
unearthed substantial building foundations and ignored them. They had found an unmarked lead cist 
with female human bones the previous day. When they discovered a lead cist containing human 
bones (of Gundrada), and another of similar size but slightly longer, also containing human bones (of 
William De Warenne), it was the nature of the remains that they could not ignore. In his paper 
submitted to the British Archaeological Association and later published as an Annex to his Handbook 
for Lewes, Mark Antony Lower states that Priory records confirmed that the Chapter House was the 
final resting place of the Priory’s founder and that the Great Church had finally been found. 

According to the Illustrated London News article on the discovery published on 8 November 1845, 
that part of the site was owned by the Jackson family and they had agreed with George Wythes, the 
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engineering contractor working for the well-known Chief Engineer John Urpeth Rastrick, that any 
finds should be notified to them. The discoveries, and the national interest that followed, must have 
caused some delay to the construction work. 

 
Image of the cutting looking east towards The Mount included in the 8 November 1845 article 

Lewesian indifference to their new railway – evidence of less accommodating navvies 

Two months later on 27 December 1845, an article in the Sussex Advertiser indicates that local 
archaeologists and historians may have been allowed some limited access to the site near the 
current Herb Garden. The risk of further delay would have been resisted by the railway company 
whose priority was completion of the railway in the interests of the shareholders. The article states  
“Up to the close of last week the men employed at the Priory excavations had discovered little more than we 
have previously noticed. On Saturday last, however, the researches of the antiquaries were suddenly brought to 
a close by the appearance of a body of railway navvies who having no taste for things of past ages, commenced 
in right earnest to sweep away whatever fell beneath their mattock, shovel and crowbar, to the great dismay of 
the antiquaries present, who esteemed the value of every inch of ground of St Pancras as sacred as the miser 
does his pieces of gold. Their operations commenced at the eastern wall dividing the Mount field from the 
standing ruins. In a few minutes a crowbar penetrated a cist, and an exclamation of delight burst from one of 
the spectators, who requested the man to stay his hand that a scientific investigation might be made. “What be 
I to stop for, sir?” said the navvy. “Stop for, my dear fellow: do you not know that you are disturbing the 
remains of some sacred man?” “Oh, be I? Well, but who’ll pay me for stopping? ‘Couse, if you don’t, here goes” 
and with the word he repeated his blow , and in a few seconds were scattered the bones of a skeleton. In a 
minute after several other skeletons were intermixed with earth and thrown into the cart.”  

Stories of this sort of behaviour would have spread around the town and would have influenced local 
feelings over what was often referred to in the press as “the invasion of the railway”. 

Lewesian indifference to their new railway - the influence of landowners 

• While the Jackson Family owned the field containing the Great Church, the field showing the remains 
above ground was owned by John Blaker, solicitor, who would later buy most of the site and built 
the Blaker’s Prospect Tower and railway tunnel. His brother Edgar’s son Reginald undertook 
archaeological excavations of his own after an accidental discovery of tunnels. 

The area of the site towards the Mount, called “Mount Field” was owned by John Langford, a 
brewer. Another brewer, William Verrall, was the owner of Southover Brewery, Southover Manor 
(his main residence), and other properties in town. These two landowners were to cause further 
delay to the commencement and construction of the railway and, as both were influential, and lost 
their cases, they may well have influenced local perceptions towards the railway. 

The railway had been approved by Parliament in the Brighton, Lewes & Hastings Act 29 July 1844. 
Approval was subject to the railway company agreeing terms for the purchase of any land from 
landowners that was required for the construction of the railway. The proposed route included 
“limits of deviation” on either side of the planned route within which the railway companies were 
allowed to construct their railways. The following Quarterly Deposition Plan from 1888, which may 
be examined at The Keep, clearly shows the limits of deviation for the original and final routes for 
the line. “Leighside” in the centre, a large estate owned by Burwood Godlee whose family business is 
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referred to below, is at the north end of the original railway track loop (disused by this time). The 
goods depot, also shown, was the original terminus for the line: 

  
QDP-476 of 1884 showing the railway and limits of deviation 

Lewesian indifference to their new railway- objection to the route by landowners: 

Prior to the railway’s Parliamentary enactment, William Verrall objected to the planned route and engaged 
his own engineer, Mr Vignolles, to plot an alternative route and, with the help of William Figg, the local land 
surveyor, estimated the cost of the alternative route. They claimed that the alternative route would be less 
expensive and less disruptive. The objection was heard in the Committee Room of the House of Commons 
and two days (17th and 18th May 1844) of the debate were published in the Sussex Advertiser on 21 May 
1844. This is a fascinating discussion of what might have been. The following are bullet points gleaned from 
the debate: 

• Mr Verrall, resident of Southover Manor House, objected that the deviation line was within 54 yards 
of his house. He also claimed that access to water supply (he owned part of the flood plain to the 
south beyond the Priory remains, where he claimed the original Priory Pool Brook supplied water for 
the monastery) and his pleasure gardens (presumably, the flood plain) would be lost: 

o Speaking for Mr Verrall there was a claim that the route of the line benefitted Mr Godlee, a 
shareholder in the railway, whose family owned a shipping business and a wharf and yard on the 
Ouse, and therefore wanted the line and station to be nearby; 

o Mr Verrall proposed an alternative route further north of Southover High Street, and nearer to 
and parallel with the Winterbourne (there was some discussion about deepening and widening 
the Winterbourne); this route would take the line close to the bottom of Keere Street; 

o Mr Figg and the engineer were questioned on the plans section by section, cutting by cutting, 
and bridge by bridge. This particularly focused on the costings, omissions, the increased depth of 
the cuttings, where the spoil would go, and how sufficient land would be made good for the 
proposed new station (they claimed no more than an acre of making good - the opposition said 
five acres was required). The questioning was highly probing and convincing and drew particular 
attention to the impact on the property of a Mr Mabbott who would experience the line coming 
to within 30 yards of his property. The questioning also drew attention to the number of 
properties owned by Mr Verrall in the town which would be similarly impacted. 

o The cost and impact was summarised and the proposition by Figg and the engineer drawn into 
question. It was also felt that while the deviation line was 54 yards from Mr Verrall’s property, 
the actual planned route was 120 yards away, was to be contained within a 14 foot cutting, and 
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would be shielded by high mature shrubs. The water supply was also questioned and stated to 
be little more than a bog full of frogs. 

o The hearing was not concluded  over these two days and I have not located any publication 
where the conclusion was reported, but William Verrall did not succeed with his objection. 

• That was not the end of the matter for William Verrall. He continued to argue with the railway 
company over compensation before finally agreeing to the sale of the land required which was 
reported in the Brighton Gazette on 11 September 1845. 

• John Langford sought an injunction to prevent further work on his land in Mount Field which 
included The Mount, and was described by Mr Langford as “a pleasure ground”. The case was heard 
in the Vice-Chancellor’s Court on 25 November 1845. Mr Langford claimed that while he had given 
permission for the railway company to enter his land, he had not given permission for the 
construction work to commence. The injunction was not granted and, in acknowledging that the 
railway company would pay for the land, the company was required to lodge a deposit of £1,000 
pending agreement of the final sum. 

The Verrall case reminds us that the fate of the Priory remains, and the foundations of the Great Church in 
particular, could have been very different if the line had been placed further north as Verrall wanted. 
However, this was over a year earlier than the historic finds of William and Gundrada’s remains and, at this 
stage, no one knew where the remains of the Great Church could be found. The railway company would not 
have wished to antagonise Mr Verrall further by taking its path closer to his family home and the original 
planned path for the railway, 120 yards from Southover Manor House, is where the navvies would clear the 
path for the railway’s permanent way. 

Lewesian indifference to their new railway – possible impact of the Railway “bubble” 

• When the London to Brighton line was opened in 1841, the railway boom was in its early stages. By 
1846 at the time of opening the Brighton to Lewes line, the boom had become a bubble that was 
beginning to burst. The Industrial Revolution was changing Britain and the building of major 
infrastructure no longer depended on the banks for finance. An increasingly affluent middle class 
had savings that they wished to see grow. In 1825 the Government had repealed the Bubble Act, 
brought in after the near-disastrous South Sea Bubble of 1720, which had restricted companies to a 
maximum of five separate investors. With these limits removed, the publicity available through the 
increasingly popular newspapers, and the accessibility of the modern stock market, all made it easier 
for the general public to invest. Shares could be purchased for a 10% deposit with the railway 
company holding the right to call in the remainder at any time. The railways were so heavily 
promoted as a fool proof venture that thousands of investors on modest incomes bought large 
numbers of shares whilst only being able to afford the deposit. Many families invested their entire 
savings in prospective railway companies and many of those lost everything when the bubble 
collapsed and the companies called in the remainder of their due payments. Sadly it seems likely 
that residents of Lewes may have suffered a similar fate and this would also have influenced their 
view of the new railway. 

Finally, for this part of the article I have included below part of how on 11 September 1846, the Sussex 
Advertiser reported the closure of “the wooden erection” which was the temporary booking office at Lewes 
Station. 

“On Friday night, the wooden erection which has hitherto been used as a temporary booking office was closed, and 
“business” transferred to the new and handsome building situated in Friars’ Walk. The old wall running up to it from the 
High Street has been removed and a new one built some yards further back, thereby rendering the approach to the 
station of considerable and convenient width. The booking office is spacious, lofty and commodious, and the general 
arrangements of the building are good – indeed the whole is highly creditable both to the architect and to the company, 
but..... Alas! There we must stop, for there is one serious drawback which stays panegyric. The station is unquestionably 
on the wrong site. It is off the line.” 

George Wythes, civil engineering contractor 

I have already stated that George Wythes won the contract to build the Brighton to Hastings line. His 
appointment was controversial because the contract was awarded on a single tender basis and he was to be 
paid, in part, for his services by way of shares in the company. The railway company was experiencing fierce 
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competition from the South Eastern Railway which had proposed an alternative route to Hastings connecting 
with its existing Kent line to London. George Wythes was awarded the contract on a single tender basis, so 
the company claimed, because it needed to proceed with construction as soon as possible and the awarding 
of shares in return was beneficial to cash flow. This was the argument put forward when the company was 
challenged by a Mr J Troup of Hastings, one of its shareholders, over the lack of due diligence. His letter to 
the Board of Directors was published in the Sussex Advertiser on 1 October 1844, and claimed that the 
railway could be built for £100,000 less than the shareholders had been told. The matter was discussed at a 
special meeting of the shareholders and Mr Troup’s claims were successfully challenged. The shareholders, 
who were keen for construction to get underway, were in general agreement with the approach taken by 
the company in awarding the contract. 

George Wythes probably took one of the greatest risks in the constructing of this railway as he had to quote 
a price without truly knowing what he would face in the course of the construction. Alexander Cordell in his 
1986 book Tunnel Tigers refers to the reputation of George Wythes as a shrewd businessman. Earlier in his 
career, Wythes was asked to bid for constructing part of a railway. His thought process went as follows:  
initial estimate £10,000; he told his wife who said double it; they slept on it and doubled it again in the 
morning; in the end they rounded it up to £50,000. He won the contract, delivered it for £10,000 and made a 
substantial profit in the process. He became very wealthy and once railway construction opportunities in 
England reduced, he went to the United States to build railways there. 

The Battle Of Lewes burial pit 

Gideon Mantell, the well-known palaeontologist, was a Lewes resident, and in his 1846 book “A day’s ramble 
in and about the ancient town of Lewes” he wrote about the burial pit at Lewes Priory shortly after its 
discovery. 

“A very remarkable discovery was made near the eastern termination of the foundations by the railway excavators. At 
the distance of eighteen feet below the surface they cut through a pit or well, eighteen feet thick and ten feet in 
diameter, which was completely full of human bones; the skeletons of bodies that had evidently been interred in a 
promiscuous heap.  
This mass of remains, when first exposed, emitted so nauseous an exhalation that several of the men employed were ill 
from its effects. It has been suggested, with much probability, that these bones are the relics of persons who fell in the 
Battle of Lewes in 1264, in the streets and immediate vicinity of the town, and which were gathered together and 
afforded Christian burial within the precincts of the Priory, by the monks of St Pancras. 
In perfect accordance with the spirit of this railway age, this heap of skeletons of the patriots and royalists of the 
thirteenth century, which filled thirteen waggons, was taken away to form part of the embankment on the line in the 
adjacent brooks.” 

Mark Antony Lower also wrote about the discovery in his submission to the British Archaeological 
Association on 13 January 1846 and published in his Handbook of Lewes. This provides a lot of detail of other 
discoveries in addition to the remains of William and Gundrada. The following extracts are examples: 

 “Up to this point, no regular foundations of buildings could be made out. In several places, masses of chalk have been 
introduced into the natural soil for the purpose of making a hard bottom, but though of vast extent and depth, it does 
not appear what kind of masonry they supported. At the distance of some yards to the south-east, however, the traces 
of masonry became more intelligible, and at length remains of walls became distinctly visible. The first regular 
apartment discovered, was a room 26 ft. 6 in. square, with a semicircular apsis on the east side. From the foundation of 
the square basis of a pillar in the centre, and some appearances on the walls, it is pretty certain that this room had a 
vaulted roof. At the demolition of the conventual buildings, it would seem that undermining was one of the means of 
destruction resorted to. It seems that the earth was excavated beneath the south-east angle of this apartment, and 
hence that portion of the wall was thrown out of the horizontal line. Here was found the stone which formed the base of 
the central column; it is of Sussex marble, 2 ft. 6 in. square. The floor of the apsis was raised about six inches above the 
general floor of the apartment. The former had been covered with concrete, and the latter with figured tiles, some 
remains of which existed, but in so decayed at state, that they could not be removed entire.” 

On the mass grave, he reported: 

“On Saturday last, a discovery of the most singular character was made. At eight feet to the eastward of one of the 
chapels, a circular hole was laid open by the railway excavators; it proved to be eighteen feet deep and ten in diameter. 
This pit was filled to above half its depth with human remains/ The stench emitted from them was at first so great that 
the excavators (certainly none of the most squeamish of beings) ran away from the spot sick and disgusted. For twenty-
four hours the hindmost of a train of railway wagons was constantly occupied with the contents of this horrible 
subterranean charnel-house. The bones were much crushed and broken. The number of bodies the pit had contained 
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cannot be estimated with much precision; suffice it to say, they must have been many hundreds, and that the bones in 
the aggregate weighed many tons!  
Only one of two causes can be assigned for such a vast accumulation of mortal remains in such a situation. The 
unnumbered dead thus summarily buried, must have been the prey of either pestilence or war. That they were the 
victims of the sword, is supported by the discovery among the bones, of an iron spur, part of a bridle-iron, and a piece of 
iron (perhaps part of a weapon) were also found near the spot. When we recollect that the sanguinary battle of 1264 
was fought within a mile or two of the place, and remember how intimately the priory was concerned in the affairs of 
that disastrous day, it is not difficult to conjecture that the monks of St. Pancras (moved with pity alike for the fate of 
friends and foes) collected from the battle-field the bodies of the dead, and buried them en masse within the 
consecrated precincts of their cemetery.” 

Gideon Mantell reports that the bones were “taken away to form part of the embankment on the line in the 
adjacent brooks”. The Sussex Advertiser on 20 January 1846, refers to their use in the construction of “the 
road” and led me to wonder whether they could have ended up under Station Road which was clearly built 
as part of the railway. However that article is referring to the construction of the “railroad” and, as Station 
Road was not built until 1857, with the coming of the second of the three Lewes Stations, I now know that to 
be incorrect.  

The Brooks was the marshy area around the Winterbourne and Cockshut and comprised the many brooks 
and drainage channels that extended as far as the River Ouse. In its extension towards Hastings, the railway 
passes through this area and would have required the building of extensive foundations to allow for sound 
railway embankments. Somewhere in this area must be where the bones ended up. 

The second Lewes railway station. 

The next road west from Station Road is Garden Street and if you look down it from Priory Street you can 
clearly see the Winterbourne valley that must have extended below what is now Station Road which has 
undergone substantial embankment to its current level. In 1857, the railway company finally complied with 
its obligation to build a suitable station in the Ham area. The Sussex Agricultural Express on Saturday 31 
October 1857 reported the opening of the new station: 

“The dose of the long-protracted excursion season is marked by the opening of the very handsome new station which 
has been erected at the foot St. Mary’s Lane. Thus the last pledge of the South-Coast Company, given in the committee-
room of the House of Commons, on the 17th May, 1844, has been redeemed after a lapse of 13 years, and we have now 
the promised ‘‘passenger station in the Ham Fields," and “a good station, too.” The building appears extremely 
convenient, and in architectural effect, it is by far the most striking on the line, and reflects great credit on the party to 
whom its construction has been entrusted. The approaches for foot passengers are well contrived, and the carriage-way 
commodious as the space would admit of.” 

It is not clear what was “Station Road” before it was built but there was certainly some sort of track and 
possibly a bridge over the Winterbourne that led to the bottom of St Mary’s Lane’s junction with Southover 
Road and Lansdown Place. When the second Lewes Station was built, St Mary’s Lane was given a dual name 
of Station Street and there are photographs from the time showing the hill with two road sign names. The 
1857 station was further north than the current station (built in the area that is now The Depot). The 
following is a photograph of the second station in 1880 taken from The Lewes Station Mystery by Charles E 
Lee. 

 
From The Lewes Station Mystery by Charles E Lee appeared in The Railway Magazine January 1950 
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Impact of the railway in other parts of Lewes 

On 26 December 1865, the Sussex Advertiser published the following article following discoveries during the 
construction of the Uckfield line. The article is enhanced by its conclusion describing how eminent members 
of the Sussex Archaeology Society left their meeting to observe the discoveries. 

"On Thursday morning the workmen employed in excavating for the railway which is to connect the Lewes Station with 
the Uckfield and Tunbridge Wells line discovered some remains which possess a considerable amount of archaeological 
interest. The elderly and middle aged inhabitants of Lewes will remember that before Lewes was invaded by railways, 
there stood on the north side of the High Street, between the base of School-Hill and the Bridge, an antique mansion 
called "The Friars". This house, which has been successively the residence of the Shurleys, the Pella's, the Verrall family, 
and Mr. N. Wimble, occupied the site of monastery of Grey Friars, dating back to the 12th century.  
Fragments of the chapel have existed within the last few years, but the railway works of 1845 swept away all traces of 
the Friars. A station was built on the spot, and more recently the Fitzroy Memorial Library has been erected on part of 
the site. The existence of the line now in progress involved the destruction of several houses near the place, and it was in 
the course of digging the earth foundations on the spot lately occupied as the residence of J. Macrae. Esq., that the 
discovery in question took place. Several feet below the surface the excavators found four skeletons disposed in the 
manner customary in Christian burial, i.e., east and west, or nearly so. No relics were found with them, though an 
ancient spear-head had been dug a few days previously a little more to the northward.  
The discovery clearly proves the locality of the Grey Friars' Cemetery, and that the remains of mortality which have now 
been brought to light were brethren of that community seems pretty certain. The bones of those were adults, and in 
pretty good preservation. They were examined by several medical gentlemen, who observed a peculiarity on the back of 
one of the skulls—a protuberance almost two inches in diameter. What this bump indicated we must leave to 
phrenologists to determine, but we never recollect having seen so singular an excrescence on a brain pan before.  
The half-yearly meeting of the committee of the Sussex Archaeological Society was taking place at the Barbican about 
the time that the discovery was made, and after their business had been concluded several members the committee 
visited the locus in quo. Among those present we noticed W. H. Blaauw, Esq., the Rev. W. Powell, W. D. Cooper, Esq. 
(London), M. A. Lower, Esq., Rev. P. de Putron, J. C. Lucas, Esq., W. Harvey, Esq., &c. Several other skeletons have since 
been exhumed, amounting in the whole, we believe, to ten.” 

An accidental discovery by Reginald Blaker reported to the Sussex Archaeological Society 

The following article was published in the Journal of the Society in 1871: 

“During the month of May, just past, a discovery was accidentally made of a subterraneous chamber and passages 
among the Ruins of St Pancras Priory, Lewes. While one of the men employed by the tenant of the field, in which these 
ruins are situated, was engaged in rolling it, the ground gave way under the pressure of one of the feet of the horse 
drawing the roller, and disclosed to view a portion of the crown of an arch. Curiosity, and a desire for further 
investigation, which is its natural result, having been awakened, an opening was made sufficiently large to admit the 
body of a man; and upon descent into it being effected, the arch was discovered to be the roof of a diameter measuring 
12 feet by 8, and its height rather more than 6 feet. At the west end of the chamber a passage was found, 4 feet 10 
inches in width, running in a westerly direction for a distance of about 30 feet, to a point where the passage arch is 
straightened by three stone ribs, placed at an interval of a foot from each other. The passage then continues in a 
direction west by south for a distance of 32 feet where it terminates abruptly, and has apparently been filled up. Here a 
shaft has been made, so that light of day may be regained, after travelling underground for about 25 yards. From the 
east end of this chamber another passage runs for a distance of 8 feet only. Here it has probably been obstructed by an 
accumulation of rubbish, occasioned by the breaking in of the arch. Both the chamber and its two passages are roughly 
paved with chalk; but owing to a considerable quantity of rain-water having, at different times, found its way into it, a 
closer inspection of the pavement is rendered impossible. In the western passage there is a fall of a foot, from east to 
west, in the pavement. The stone, and other materials used in their construction, are similar to those to be found in 
other parts of the Priory Ruins. Reginald Baker. Lewes, June 2nd 1871.” 

Evidence of railway spoil dumped and covering the remaining walls of the Priory 

Tony Freeman asked members of The Brighton Circle whether they could offer any suggestions as to where 
the spoil from the railway cutting might have been disposed of. Geoff Smith and Peter Wisdom both replied 
explaining that the resident engineer, George Meredith would be responsible for finding sites for dumping 
spoil, when such could not be used for making embankments. The railway company then instructed its 
solicitor to purchase land from a named landowner. Having done so, he reported back to the company and 
the resident engineer then advised the contractor George Wythes where to tip. The land was often sold back 
to the landowner after tipping. Because of the manual methods used, the distance spoil was moved had to 
be kept to a minimum. It seems likely that the landowners (Reginald Blaker and possibly the Jackson Family) 
welcomed the opportunity to convert part of the Priory site to pasture albeit at varying levels. 
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The following photograph shows the site coming up the Infirmary steps from the south and looking towards 
the Priory display model and the southern refectory wall. 

 

It is clear from the lay of the land that the embankment could have extended further west and covered all 
(or most) of the southern wall of the refectory. The following article is from The People dated 3 September 
1882 originally printed in the Sussex Advertiser. These excavations were led by W H St John Hope and, apart 
from the earlier accidental discovery by Reginald Blaker, were the first excavations since the construction of 
the railway. The text describes the removal of debris from the dormitory area which remains clear to ground 
level today. The article also describes a spiral staircase unearthed on the northern wall of the refectory to 
match the one on the southern wall that may be seen today. 

“These excavations have been pushed on steadily during the last fortnight, and despite the huge accumulation of debris, 

amounting to as much as twelve feet in depth in most places, which has had to be cut through, it is now possible to 

make out more or less accurately the disposition of the buildings whose sites have been excavated. The substructure of 

the dormitory which occupied most of this area is formed of a number of square chambers communicating with each 

other by wide single arches or double doorways. Most of these, however, have been filled in at some later period but 

prior to the suppression with chalk masonry, probably on account of some threatened collapse of the Roman (sic) work. 

The walls are in some places still covered with a most perfect coating of plaster - a mode of treatment far more 

prevalent in olden times than is usually supposed. By kind permission of the London, Brighton, and South Coast Railway 

Company, excavations have been made in the sides of the cutting through which the railway passes. These were most 

successful, resulting in the finding of the north-east angle of the refectory and the adjacent angle of the cloister. Behind 

these was uncovered an ample circular staircase or vice, corresponding in position with the one still existing on the 

south. It is to be hoped the railway company will cause these to be preserved to view and not covered up again. The line 

of the east wall of cloister has been carried across the railway, and the continuation of it which formed the great south 

transept wall discovered in the bank. Similarly the north wall of the refectory has been opened out near the underground 

conduit, commonly known as the " lantern . ' or " prison." It is now possible to ascertain the exact site of the cloister, and 

therefore of the nave of the church of which a fragment of the west end was uncovered some years ago.” 

The article states that it is hoped that the London, Brighton & South Coast Railway company would allow the 
discoveries to be preserved to view rather than covered again. It would appear that some areas were left 
uncovered but not the spiral staircase on the northern wall of the refectory which was exposed again in 1932 
as reported by Sussex Agricultural Express on 26 August: 

“The excavations at Lewes Priory are being continued, but nothing of special interest has been the result. In moving the 

accumulated earth on the Southern Railway bank, however, the workmen came across a spiral and winding staircase 

leading from the upper floor to the under croft of the refectory. The entire flight is in an excellent state of preservation. 

Another piece of moulding has been found, and two fragments of twisted Norman column exactly similar to two pieces 

now preserved in the Castle museum, and which were found when the railway was made.” 
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The Brighton Gazette of 26 August 1882 (reproducing an article in the East Sussex News of the previous day) 
included the following interesting observations on the perceived plan of the site in 1847 as corrected by the 
1882 excavations: 

“The plan of the remains exposed in 1847, and taken by Mr J L Parsons , forms the key to the present works. Based 

probably on this plan, the late Mr M A Lower produced an imaginary restoration of the Priory, which is to be found in an 

early volume of the transactions (?) of the Archaeological Association. This plan is evidently very far from accurate. The 

late Mr Mackenzie Edward Charles Walcott, M.A also made a restoration of the building, based, seemingly, on his own 

imagination, as there is nothing to show that he consulted either Mr Parsons’ plan of the actual remains, or the letter of 

Portinari, which gives some particulars of the building at the time of their destruction. The large plan exhibited at the 

annual meeting by Mr Somers Clarke, based on Mr Parsons’ plan, and a comparison of it with other similar buildings, 

will probably turn out to be correct.” 

A further paragraph from the same article suggests the remains of the First Church were probably covered 
with railway spoil as well: 

“The arrangements for drainage would all lead to the same conclusion, it being evident that the main drain first ran 

towards the east beside the older wall, and was afterwards deflected to the place where we now see it, at the entrance 

south of the whole mass of buildings. Another piece of moulding has been found and two fragments of twisted Norman 

column exactly similar to two pieces now preserved in the castle museum, and which were found when the railway was 

made. The work will soon be commenced of searching out the remains of the old church, nearly sufficient data having 

been prepared for that purpose.” 

The St James’s Gazette of 5 September 1882 reported that the St John Hope excavation had come to an end 

but had been successful in mapping the site both above and below the railway and had corrected earlier 

misconceptions about the purpose of the surviving buildings. The article states that it had been thought that 

the walls at the southern extreme of the site had been “the remains of a large refectory, cooled by clear and 

limpid stream running through their length”. It had been discovered that it was a “chamber of humbler 

pretensions, although of equal utility” namely the toilet block! 

Finally the following article in the Sussex Agricultural Express of 24 March 1899 from a lecture given at the 

Sussex Archaeological Society confirms that the navvies drove their way through archaeology and cast it 

aside. 

“By the kindness Mr. Courthope, we have before to-day several varieties of encaustic tiles and a few pieces of carved 

stone, obtained in the course of some excavations lately undertaken by him the grounds of the Priory St. Pancras. They 

were mostly found in the sloping ground about 205°. W.S.W. of the most western remaining portion of the south wall of 

the refectory on the south side of the railway and 102 ft. from the buttress of the kitchen, which would bring the spot a 

little west of the kitchen in Mr. St. John Hope's plan; however, the tiles were evidently not found in situ, but seem to 

have been thrown up with the earth the at time of the making of the line. The tiles measure about five and a half inches 

by three-quarters of an inch, are slightly convex, and the edges bevelled. Our member, Mr. Johnstone, considers their 

date about 1250, but whether they were made at the Priory or elsewhere there is nothing to show.” 

In the light of these comments, one wonders what there is to discover within the soil covering the Infirmary 

and other parts of the site. 

The third and final Lewes Station 

The Sussex Agricultural Express of 5 March 1889 published a detailed article of the design of the newly 

completed railway station of which the following is an extract: 

“Yesterday the spacious new station buildings at Lewes were opened for business purposes connected with the 

passenger and parcels traffic, and connection having been established with the Brighton line. The new railway eastward 

of town also opened. The new railway joins the Brighton line to the west end of the old platform and proceeds across the 

Ham fields to the old Hastings, Eastbourne, and Newhaven lines, into which it runs on the Lewes to Southerham Bridge. 

It also sends a spur line over the grounds of Leighside, for so many years the residence of the late Mr. Burwood Godlee, 

and the rails are carried by a long viaduct over the goods station yard to join the present line to Uckfield, Tunbridge 

Wells, and East Grinstead, near the bridge which crosses the High-Street. 
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The main building of the station abuts on the new viaduct across the Winterbourne Valley from the bottom of Station 

Street to the east end of Priory Street, Southover. Viewed from the east, the new building has an imposing appearance. 

It spans the space between the Brighton line and the new spur of the London line which has yet to be constructed. On 

the east side, the building is of fine proportions, with two lofty stories. The material chiefly used in the walls are yellow 

Brockham bricks, broken by a course of red brick. A cornice of carved stone extends round the building in line with the 

spring of the arches of the upper windows. These arches are of red brick, with stone dressings.” 

 
1888 station under construction from The Lewes Station Mystery by Charles E Lee  

The following diagram also from The Lewes Station Mystery by Charles E Lee shows the complexity of the 
various iterations of railway track and stations for Lewes. The article was published in 1950 so predates the 
Beeching Cuts of the 1960s and shows the original 1846 railway loop further north and through the Railway 
Land, which has since been removed: 

 

J T Howard Turner’s book The London, Brighton & South Coast Railway, Parts 1 and 2 states that yet another 
line to Lewes was planned in the 1860s by the rival company South Eastern Railway which built most of the 
Kentish lines. There had always been intense rivalry between the London, Brighton & South Coast Railway 
and the South Eastern Railway, particularly over where their respective lines inter-connected and because 
each wanted control of traffic to the main towns and cities where a degree of shared benefit had to be 
agreed. The South Eastern Railway was planning to build a new line from London coming into Lewes from 
the north west having travelled via the London suburbs (Kent House and New Beckenham) Horsted Keynes, 
Sheffield Park and Barcombe and, beyond Lewes, travelling via Kingston and then to Rottingdean before 
finishing at Brighton. The direct challenge was eventually resolved by Act of Parliament and the extension 
from the London suburbs was abandoned. 
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Over the page, I have included the site plan from The Priory of St Pancras Lewes Guidebook which was 
produced by Arthur Franklin, edited by Kate Hickmott and Anthony Freeman, and with images by Andy 
Gammon. The area to the north of the railway is in private ownership with virtually nothing surviving above 
ground but extensive archaeology below ground. 

 

The following is a drawing by W H Godfrey in 1926 which was the basis of the Lewes town plan in the Town 

Guide. This shows the Brighton railway passing through the Priory and the Uckfield railway passing through 

Greyfriars. 
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W H Godfrey’s plan of Lewes from 1926 

  
QDP-190 from 1843 

St Mary’s Lane 

Proposed new road 

Location of Friars’ 
Walk terminus 

Proposed terminus 

Enlarged below 
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The above plan is one of several alternatives submitted by John Rastrick during the period leading up to the 

Parliamentary approval of the line in July 1844 and beyond (QDP-171, 182, 190, 191, 207, 215 may all be 

found at The Keep and were submitted between 1839 and 1845). The points to note with this plan are (1) 

that the proposed line does not go round three sides of Leighside and that the terminus was to be on the 

banks of the Ouse rather than alongside Friars’ Walk; (2) the foot of St Mary’s Lane ended with a T junction 

with Southover Road and Lansdown Place, and the railway company planned to extend it with a new road 

shown in dotted lines but this was not built until 1857 with the second Lewes Station (Station Road actually 

runs south-south west and extends to Mountfield Road whereas the proposed new road is shown heading 

south south east); and (3) the plan clearly shows where the Great Church was believed to be as can be seen 

from the following enlargement of the bottom left hand plan of the Priory remains. We must conclude that 

the Railway company knew it would be going through the site of the Great Church. 

 

Dotted line is an indication of a 
large building in the vicinity of 
the Great Church 


