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Trust members will recall the extra newsletter issued in May 2020. Its topic was 
the construction of the railway through Priory Park and Lewes and it included 
consideration of these two questions: 

1. Did the spoil from digging the railway cutting end up covering any the 
Priory walls?  

2. After discovering the mass burial pit containing thousands of bones from 
the fallen at the Battle of Lewes 1264, where did the railway company 
place the bones? 

When W H St John Hope carried out his 1882 and 1901-02 excavations of the 
site, he removed substantial amounts of soil and debris in order to expose the 
walls as we see them today. I concluded in the newsletter that it seemed likely 
that railway spoil had been used to cover these areas, based on the following 
map dated 1775 which shows large areas exposed: 

 

 
 

This image shows part of a map by the land surveyor William Figg, Junior. I have 
since traced its origin from an article entitled Some Memorials of Old Lewes 
published in 1861 in Volume 13 of the Sussex Archaeological Collection. The map 
is based on an earlier map from 1775, believed to be by his father, William Figg, 
Senior, but it shows significantly more of the remains than other maps of the  



 

time. William Figg, Junior, as a founding member of the Sussex Archaeological 
Society, was present when the railway was constructed in 1845/46 and would 
have surveyed the buried walls as they were excavated. I believe the map shows 
his survey findings from 1845/46 of the walls below ground level which he has 
added to those above ground. By adding the route of the railway cutting to the 
map, as below, I conclude that the map is an embellishment of a map from 1775, 
although Figg does not state this in his article. 

 

 

I now believe that none of the spoil from the railway cutting ended up on the 
site. 

As for the other question, regarding the final resting place of the fallen from 
the Battle of Lewes, the only indication is a quote from Gideon Mantell from 
the time suggesting that the bones had been placed under embankments 
constructed in The Brooks flood plain.  

 

 



 

Here is a summary of my Symposium talk in May: 

The railway was built by John Urpeth Rastrick at the height of the Railway Boom 
between 1844 and 1846. John Rastrick was the Chief Engineer for the London & 
Brighton Railway and had completed the London to Brighton line in 1841. 

• The construction had been delayed by an unsuccessful legal challenge over 
the route by the Verrall family, who lived at Southover Manor, and who 
wanted the route moved further north towards The Grange. William Verrall, 
a wealthy landowner and owner of Southover Brewery, engaged his own 
engineer, Charles Vignolles, and the local land surveyor, William Figg to argue 
the case for an alternative route.  The case was heard over two days in the 
Committee Room at the Houses of Parliament and rejected. 

• William Verrall and his neighbour John Langford, who owned Mountfield, 
both challenged the level of compensation offered, causing further delay.  

• There were further delays as the railway navvies uncovered the previously 
undiscovered remains of Lewes Priory. Each discovery, particularly that of the 
remains of the founders, William and Gundrada, caused such excitement that 
they were widely reported across the country.  

• The railway company had obtained approval for the route through the site 
on the basis that the route avoided the destruction of any walls above 
ground. However, in 1844, when construction commenced, the plan and 
location of the Great Church, including its Chapter House, were not known. 
The Parliamentary plans indicated that something substantial existed under 
ground level but the route was approved regardless. 

• Local historians such as Mark Antony Lower, William Blaaur and Gideon 
Mantell were present during this stage of the construction. Mark Antony 
Lower’s reports, which were published in the press, suggest that he 
supervised the navvies in their work to allow for the examination of anything 
of interest. I have added the route of the railway to the following drawing by 
Andy Gammon. The letters indicate the principal reported discoveries with a 
key to the letters shown below the image:  

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 
 

A 27 October 1845, grave found in the eastern Cloister and reported to local 
historians. 

B 28 October 1845, lead cists discovered marked as containing the remains 
of William and Gundrada. A further 11 graves discovered were in the Chapter 
House. 

C 10 November 1845 to 10 January 1846, a further 100 cists were discovered 
along this line as well as tiled flooring and column capitals.  

D 10 January 1846, a huge burial chamber cut into the chalk and containing 
thousands of bones was discovered. The chamber was cleared and refilled so 
that the railway could continue over it. 
 



 
E By the time construction had reached the north-eastern boundary of the 
site, the navvies had grown weary of requests by the local historians to 
examine discoveries in more detail. A press report included the quote from 
an exchange between one of the navvies and the local historians “What be I 
to stop for, sir?” said the navvy........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.” 

• The talk concluded with a summary of the two excavations carried out by St 
John Hope. The first, in 1882, covered the whole site apart from the Infirmary 
and First Church. The second, in 1901-02, covered the Infirmary and First 
Church and allowed Harold Brakspear to complete the plan of the whole site. 
It can be viewed on the Lewes Priory website 

 

 


