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Introduction 

St John’s Church, Littlehempston is generally thought to date to the mid-15th century although it is thought 
by some that parts of it may date to the 14th century or earlier. The Manor of Littlehempston is recorded in 
the Exeter Domesday Book of 1086 and the earliest record of a church here dates to the mid-13th century. 

The Littlehempston Community Space project will remodel the main body of the church to produce a fully 
accessible and adaptable space for worship and community use. This includes the provision of kitchen and 
toilet with disabled access and under floor heating in the nave and aisles.  

Archaeological monitoring of pre-contract investigation works was undertaken between 7th November and 
12th December 2011 to examine and record any archaeological materials revealed. A summary of this work 
and its results are presented below. The archaeological project was completed and signed off, following a 
meeting with the Diocesan Archaeological Advisor on the 12th December 2011, satisfying the 
archaeological condition of faculty permission for the Open Space scheme.  
 

 
 Figure 1 The Victorian pew foundations 



 

Methodology 
 
The project was undertaken in accordance with the Brief for Archaeological Monitoring and Recording 
prepared by the Devon County Council Historic Environment Service (HES) for the Diocesan Archaeological 
Advisor (HES ref: ARCH/DM/SH/17701).  
 

External Trial pits 
 
Five trial pits, each 1m metre square and 1m deep, were monitored during excavation by machine with 
ditching bucket (Figure 2). Sections and bases were cleaned, annotated sketch records were produced and 
photographs were taken (see Results below and Figure 3). 
 

              
 Figure 2 Excavating Trial Pits 1 and 2   Figure 3 Recording in Trial Pit 4 

      
 
Internal excavations 
 
Inside the church the Victorian Pews and their bases were removed in preparation for reordering and the 
laying of under-floor heating in the nave and north and south aisles (Figure 1). The Victorian pew 
foundations were cleaned as part of a ‘community archaeology day’ (Figure 6), and recorded by labelled 
sketch plan and photograph. 
 

The Victorian pew foundations and other materials were removed by shovel. This reduced ground level to 
a depth of one foot below the church floor, the depth required for installation of the heating system. The 
features and deposits revealed were then cleaned and recorded by annotated multi-context plan at a scale 
of 1:20 and scaled photography. 



Results 
 

External Trial pits 
 
Trial Pits 1 and 2 were positioned beyond the limits of the churchyard, in the field to the west, where it 
was intended to place the soak-away, to test for porosity.  
 

These pits revealed identical sections, comprising a single deposit with no noticeable variation. No 
evidence for human activity was found. 
 

This deposit is interpreted as being of natural origin and the lack of evidence for ploughing suggests that 
this field has always been meadow. 
 
Trial Pit 3 was excavated beyond the limits of the churchyard, in the south east corner of the church car 
park, immediately outside the churchyard wall, the proposed position of the package sewage chamber. 
 

This pit revealed a similar section to those in Trial Pits 1 and 2. Slight variations in soil composition were 
noted but no evidence for human activity was found.  
 

The observed deposits are considered to be of natural origin. 
 
Trial Pit 4 was excavated within the churchyard, close to the wall of the south aisle, immediately west of 
the south porch, the proposed position of the pump chamber. 
 
This pit revealed a section comprising a single deposit with no noticeable variation. This deposit, although 
similar in composition to that found beyond the limits of the churchyard, also contained charcoal and 
mortar flecks. Human bone fragments were also recovered but no evidence for in-situ burials was found 
and no grave cuts were detected. 
  

This deposit is interpreted as grave earth, the earth that builds up within a church or churchyard through 
the constant digging and re-digging of graves. This suggests either that no inhumations took place in this 
area of the churchyard or that burials were made at a depth greater than 1 metre. The latter interpretation 
is considered the most likely. 
 
Trial Pit 5 was excavated immediately outside the west door/window of the tower to locate the original 
sill. This trench in part re-excavated a trench dug to supply services to the kitchen which was installed in 
the tower in the later 20th century.   
 

This trench demonstrated that the foundations beneath the adjacent buttress are contemporary with 
those of the tower. It also revealed the position of the original sill of the 15th century west door of the 
church tower, which is to be retained.



 

Internal excavations 
 
The under-pew excavations were located between the four central piers of the nave arcades. The three 
aisles remained, dividing the trench into four: North Aisle, North of the Nave, South of the Nave and South 
Aisle. 
 

The Victorian pew foundations were found to be unexpectedly substantial. Stone-built walls, one foot 
deep, were constructed to carry the sides and ends of the pew bases. Additional walls, running east west, 
were built to support the centre of the pews in the nave. Foundations were made deeper where they 
crossed the soft fills of graves (Figure 4). Stone-built air vents were found to run, through openings made in 
the church walls, from north to south beneath the pew bases. 
 

      

     Figure 4 One of the stone-lined grave  revealed                  Figure 5 An earlier structure survives 
                          beneath a 15th century pier base 
 
Further cleaning in the nave revealed the position of several stone-lined graves (Figure 4), one stone-lined 
vault, designed to accommodate two coffins side by side, and a brick-lined grave. These are thought to be 
of 18th to early 19th century date. Several earth-cut graves with loose fills are considered to date to the 17th 
or 18th century and some less distinct graves are probably earlier. The fills of these graves were not 
excavated and no in-situ human remains were uncovered. All disarticulated bones, disturbed during the 
Victorian and earlier periods, were retained within the church and reburied by the Rector, as close as 
possible to their original position, on completion of the work.  
 

The foundations of four 15th century Pier bases were examined and recorded. Three of these employed 
stone blocks with mortar or wall plaster adhering to them. These had been re-used and provide positive 
evidence for an earlier building on the site. 
 

Further evidence for the presence of an earlier structure is provided by stones with a bright pink mortar 
adhering to them. The south eastern pier of the excavated nave arcade piers appear to have been built on 
top of an earlier foundation employing this pink mortar (Figure 5). This is thought to represent the in-situ 
remains of an earlier foundation. However, no evidence was recovered to assist in dating this feature. 
 
Finds include pieces of window tracery and window glass and yellow and green glazed medieval floor tiles. 
. 

 



 
Conclusion 
 
The excavations have produced structural evidence for the presence of an early church on the site and 
artefactual evidence of medieval decorations. Excavations have confirmed that the Community Space 
development will not destroy or disturb archaeological remains or interfere with in-situ burials. The project 
has also raised awareness among the villagers of Littlehempston of the ancient history of their parish 
church and of the archaeological issues involved in its redevelopment. 
 

An archaeological archive report is in preparation and will be circulated and deposited with the 
appropriate archives early in 2012. 
 

 
  Figure 6 Villagers at work in the North aisle 
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