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THE ALIEN PRIORY OF ST CLEMENT, JERSEY 

 

Robert Waterhouse FSA 

 

Archaeological excavations during 2012 to investigate a known Iron Age 

and Gallo-Roman settlement site in the New Cemetery, west of St 

Clement’s Church, uncovered medieval building remains, datable by 

associated ceramics to the 13th and 14th centuries.  These are interpreted 

here as part of the Priory of St Clement, founded by the Abbey of Mont St 

Michel between 1154 and 1178, and dissolved on the orders of Henry V, 

King of England in the Alien Priories Act of 1413. 

The archaeological evidence comprised the robbed remains of the south-

west corner of a substantial building in a possibly earlier medieval 

ditched enclosure, with roofing slates typical of the 12th to 13th century on 

high status buildings in Jersey.  The excavation also produced evidence 

of a presumed pit clamp for making lime, probably contemporary with the 

building, and several pieces of part-burnt limestone.  These are of a 

geological type commonly used in the early medieval period for 

sarcophagi in Christian cemeteries, pieces of which have been found in 

the parish church fabric nearby.  An unburnt sarcophagus fragment was 

also found in backfill of the robber trench.  Together, they represent the 

first securely datable group of early medieval sarcophagus fragments 

from Jersey, supporting the quasi-historical evidence for a Christian 

presence in the islands during the first millennium AD. 

 

Introduction 

 

During the 1980s, grave digging in the New Cemetery, west of St 

Clement’s Church, began to produce later Prehistoric and Gallo-Roman 

pottery.  The most impressive of these discoveries came in 1987 when a 

grave being dug struck a well-preserved group of first to second century 

AD imported ceramics.  An exploratory excavation was mounted by Dr 

Hilary Stuart-Williams, the then Keeper of Archaeology for the Jersey 

Museums Service.  This found that the ceramics in the adjoining grave 

had been in a rubbish pit, associated with a rectangular timber building 

with at least two rooms.   

 

Further excavations in 1988 and 1989 in the area up the slope 

immediately to the west showed the existence of complex settlement-

related features of both late Iron Age and Gallo-Roman date.  Although 

monitoring of grave digging continued for a few years, it faltered after the 

mid-1990s and by the time the author started to take an interest in the site, 
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twenty years had elapsed and the New Cemetery was largely filled with 

graves. 

 

In order to build on this work and try to understand the nature of the 

settlement on the site, a programme of test pitting was commenced under 

the direction of the author in 2012.  This took place in the remaining parts 

of the New Cemetery, its future extension to the north, and the field to 

their west where similar material had been found (see Figure 1).  Further 

work to evaluate specific areas was carried out in 2013 and 2014.  The 

account below concerns the later medieval evidence in four of these 

trenches, excavated in 2012 within the New Cemetery. 

 

Scope of this paper 

 

There is insufficient room here for a full description and explanation of 

all the features encountered in the excavations which are discussed 

below.  A complete report on the archaeological work at the site, 

including that carried out by Hilary Stuart-Williams in the 1980s, is to be 

produced in the form of an occasional publication by the Société Jersiaise 

(Waterhouse forthcoming).  This paper is intended to concentrate only on 

the medieval evidence, and forms a précis of the contexts examined.  The 

archaeological plan and section drawings in Figures 3-7 comprise 

selected parts of the drawn archive, illustrating specific points in the 

paper. 

 

Site description 

 

Reference to Figures 1 and 2 will show that the site of the test pits 

described here (the New Cemetery) is the southern half of a rectangular, 

formerly agricultural field (Field No. C194).  This slopes gently upwards 

to the west and north, being aligned north-south along the western side of 

the older cemetery surrounding the parish church.  Its southern half 

(C194a) was laid out in rectangular blocks between tarmac paths as an 

extension cemetery for the Parish of St Clement in 1970.  It has taken 46 

years to fill it, and anticipating future needs, the parish prepared the 

northern half of the field (C194b) in 2013-14 as a grass cemetery with 

separate areas for inhumations and cremations: the first inhumation grave 

being dug there in May 2016. 

 

Three of the 2012 test pits and all of the 2014 trenches were excavated in 

the southern part of Field C184 which lies upslope to the west of C194.  

These revealed largely later Iron Age and Gallo-Roman features and are 
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thus not described here.  They will form part of the final report on the 

site, to be presented in a future publication by the Société. 

 

Along the south side of both fields between low rubble-revetted hedge 

banks, runs a sunken lane called the Rue au Seigneur.  This is now a 

pedestrian path with partial vehicular use accessing Field No. C184. 

 

Evidence from grave digging 

 

Since 2012, the author has kept a watch on grave digging in the New 

Cemetery, recording stratified deposits in a number of new graves and  

re-openings of existing ones.  In 2016, an agreement between the States 

of Jersey Planning Department, the Rector and the Field Archaeologist 

was made: that all future ground disturbances passing below the topsoil 

would be the subject of an archaeological watching brief.  This includes 

all inhumations and any pipe trenches or soakaways, but excludes 

footings for gravestones and cremation burials, as these are shallow and 

go no deeper than the 20th century topsoil horizon. 

 

Most of the evidence recorded to date has been of Iron Age and Gallo-

Roman date, the entire area containing evidence for both settlement and 

arable agriculture at various times from the late Bronze Age to the post-

medieval period.  The depth of these deposits has varied from 1.5 metres 

to more than 2.6 metres, although the depth at which natural subsoil is 

encountered tends to increase as one passes eastwards. 

 

Medieval remains have tended to be limited to the southern edge of the 

cemetery adjoining the Rue au Seigneur, although a buried ploughsoil 

containing medieval ceramics, especially 13th to 14th century Normandy 

Gritty Ware, is present throughout.  This appears to post-date the 

demolition of the Priory buildings, suggesting that the site was turned 

over to agriculture after that event and not re-used for any buildings. 

 

The buried medieval ploughsoil (and indeed most medieval features) 

tends to lie between 0.40 and 1 metre below surface, but one exception 

has been observed in grave L1, 80 metres north of Test Pit 1, where 

medieval pottery was found to a depth of 1.60 metres below surface. 

It is possible that this represents the fill of a medieval ditch seen here in a 

geophysical survey of 2012, but as more graves are recorded, it will 

become possible to develop a deposit model for the various layers in 

Field C194. 
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Test Pit 1  Figures 2 & 3 

 

This 2 metre square trench was excavated to a total depth of 2.50 metres 

in an area of waste ground in the angle formed by the Sexton’s shed and 

the Rue au Seigneur.  A metre down into recent topsoil, a substantial 

stone wall 008 of late 19th century date appeared, restricting the available 

ground for deepening the trench down to a mere 0.75m wide.  It was near 

the bottom of this narrow trench that the rubble-filled ditch 014/316 was 

first encountered, but conditions were so cramped that it was decided to 

abandon Test Pit 1 and open another pit in more open ground to the 

north-west to explore this feature further. 

 

Test Pit 1a  Figures 3-7 

 

The replacement for Test Pit 1, this measured 4.30 metres east to west by 

2.70 metres north to south, although it was stepped in by 1 metre on its 

west due to the discovery there of a water pipe.  It encountered the later 

medieval demolition deposits at 2 metres from surface, with two 

sondages sunk for a further metre into the bottom, exploring the fills of 

ditches 343 & 350, and the rubble fills 309, 310 and 397-400 of a later 

medieval robber trench 396.  Thus the full stratigraphic depth of these 

deposits was 3 metres. 

 

The earliest feature seen in Test Pit 1a was a deep ditch 343/350, which 

contained dark, dense silt fills 012, 016 & 334-341.  These contained 

occasional abraded sherds of late Iron Age coarsewares and Gallo-Roman 

ceramics in the form of a grey body sherd from a flagon and a pink rim 

sherd from a plate.  Abraded Gallo-Roman ceramic building material was 

present in later fill 349, in the form of a small dark red and grey marbled 

tegula sherd.  These finds are considered to imply a late Roman or post-

Roman date for the silting of this ditch, which is of the same dimensions, 

on a similar alignment and position and containing the same types of find 

as that which was encountered in Test Pit 2, 50m to the west. 

 

Two subsequent ditch recuts continued to respect the same approximate 

alignment: the latest of these, 014/316 was contemporary with the later 

medieval building remains: its upper fills contained a handle sherd from a 

13th century red ware jug, and it was backfilled with some of the 

demolition rubble 015. 

 

The earliest of the later medieval features was seen in section at the north 

end of Sondage 2.  This was a possibly circular pit 320, cut down into the 

natural loess 318.  The pit was up to 90 centimetres in diameter and 
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almost 1 metre deep; its sides steeply tapering to a dished bottom of about 

60 centimetres in diameter.  A fierce fire had burned in the pit, reddening 

the sides for up to 8cm into the loess.  The pit was filled with a complex 

sequence of lenses of charcoal, burnt clay, earth and silt 360-387, which 

unfortunately did not contain any datable artefacts.  One layer, 3** did 

however include disintegrated fragments of Miocene shelly limestone of 

the type used in early medieval sarcophagi.  This and other burnt and 

unburnt fragments of this limestone found elsewhere in Test Pit 1a, 

combine to suggest that pit 320 was a clamp for burning limestone to 

make lime for mortar and plaster.  Some if not all of the limestone burnt 

was derived from sarcophagi, dug up in the parish graveyard a short 

distance to the east. 

 

Although its relationship to the building which it adjoined was later lost, 

it is proposed that this pit clamp was dug during the initial construction of 

the priory in the third quarter of the 12th century, and lay immediately 

west of a stone building, presumed to belong to that priory.  It is not 

certain what the lime was used for, as none was found in the later 

demolition rubble. 

 

The building was constructed of granite and diorite rubble and was 

respected by ditch 014/316, which passed closely along its south side, 

beside the Rue au Seigneur.  The presence of much roofing slate in the 

rubble of its subsequent demolition suggests that it had a slate roof, 

implying a building of fairly high status. 

 

The south-western corner of the building occupied the eastern half of Test 

Pit 1a, but its original foundation trench which must have been cut about 

1 metre into the natural loess 318 was destroyed when the building’s 

walls were robbed of stone at the end of their life.  The lack of any lime 

mortar fragments in this redeposited rubble must mean that the building 

was bonded with loess or clay, of which much was found in fills 397-400, 

309 & 310. 

 

After the building’s construction, layers 321, 327 and 402 were built up 

against the wall, sealing the infilled lime-burning clamp beneath.  All 

contained small quantities of unglazed 13th century Normandy Gritty 

Ware.  At some point after construction of the wall but before 321 was 

laid down, a horizontal animal burrow 357 had passed through the fills 

and the burnt material forming the side of the lime burning clamp, 

extending to 73cm away from the pit and cutting earlier ditch fill 356.  Its 

fill was composed largely of the burnt material 359, redeposited as 358. 
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The demolition of the building was succeeded by the careful robbing of 

all re-usable stone from its footings.  This was achieved by the digging of 

a robber trench 396, following the outline of the building but perhaps 25-

30cm outside it.  Its plan can be seen in Figure 3 and its profile was 

recorded in Sondage 3 (see section drawing in Figure 6), showing it to be 

a somewhat irregular-sided pit.  After all re-usable stone had been 

collected, the waste was cast back into the hole, in several layers, 

comprising contexts 397-400, 309 and 310.  Of these, 399 was composed 

entirely of broken roofing slates, while 310 was almost entirely granite 

rubble.  These suggest that the recycling process was organised: specific 

materials being gathered and sorted separately; at least some of their 

waste being thrown back separately, although there was certainly some 

intermingling, especially in contexts 397, 398, 309 & 400.  Again, sherds 

of 13th century Normandy Gritty Ware were present throughout, with 

occasional burnt and unburnt limestone sarcophagus fragments of early 

medieval date. 

 

A medieval plough soil 401 lay over all the previous layers.  It contained 

much rubble, lifted especially from the rubble mass 310, but also 13th 

century Normandy Gritty Ware.  A few sherds of later medieval pottery 

were also found, suggesting that this soil was being actively ploughed in 

the 14th and 15th centuries. 

 

A thick layer of post-medieval hillwash and ploughsoil 308, lay over 401.  

This contained ceramics of 16th to 17th century date.  A further soil 307 

containing 18th to 20th century ceramics lay above it, representing the 

ploughsoil in Field No. C194 up to 1970.  A further metre of soil layers, 

bonfire ash and largely rotted-down organic debris 301-306, represents 

use of this area by the sexton for disposal of waste soil, composting and 

burning green waste after 1970. 

 

Test Pit 2  Figure 2 

 

This measured 2.8 metres square, although an exploratory trench 1 metre 

wide was subsequently extended a further 3.10 metres to the west in 2013 

to explore ditches which the original trench did not fully span.  One ditch 

of later prehistoric date 500 and two more of probable early medieval 

date 091 & 055 were found to be running parallel with the Rue au 

Seigneur on an approximately east-west alignment, suggesting that this 

lane is of at least earlier medieval origins, if not older. 

 

The northern of the silted up ditches 055 contained an abraded body sherd 

from a late 1st century BC Roman amphora in pale fawn Dressel type 
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fabric in its primary fill 056; a grave which cut this fill just to the east in 

2016 produced a large sherd of Roman tegula with semi-circular finger 

marks.  These finds are considered to imply a late Roman or post-Roman 

date for the silting of this ditch, whose upper fill 062 contained a body 

sherd of possibly early medieval Normandy Gritty Ware.  The ditch could 

be a continuation of that seen in Test Pit 1a, 50m to the east, which 

contained similar deposits. 

 

The robbed remains of a stone rubble wall 053 (or possibly a revetted 

earth bank) at least 1m wide were seen to cross the fully silted up ditches 

on a north-south alignment.  A soil layer built up against the west side of 

this wall contained a midden deposit of unglazed Developed Normandy 

Gritty Ware, much of it sooted.  Further pottery of this date was found in 

an overlying relict ploughsoil 052, although this is assumed to derive 

from the midden deposit. 

 

Test Pit 3  Figure 2 

 

This was located 6 metres north of Test Pit 2 and was 3 metres square, 

although a short extension was subsequently made in its north side.  It 

produced similar layers of medieval date, but no in-situ walling was seen; 

only small heaps and spreads of disturbed rubble from the stone robbing 

process. 

 

Test Pit 4  Figure 2 

 

This was sited in the south-eastern corner of Field C184a and was 3 

metres square.  In a deep sondage in its south-west corner, sherds of 

Normandy Gritty Ware were found with pieces of iron slag in a deep 

feature which probably formed an earlier line of the Rue au Seigneur. 

It is not certain that this slag is medieval however, as slags from Late Iron 

Age and Gallo-Roman metalworking were found during the 2014 

excavations further to the north-west in Field C184a. 

 

Ceramic finds 

 

Residual Iron Age and Gallo-Roman ceramics were found in the early 

medieval ditches in Test Pits 1, 1a and 2.  The Iron Age material is all of 

standard ‘Jersey fabric’ of probable 3rd to 1st century BC date.  This is a 

brittle but reasonably hard reddish-brown fabric of variable thickness, 

finely gritted with granite-derived material rich in feldspar crystals.  The 

exterior is sometimes burnished, but impressed or scratched decoration is 

generally absent. 
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The Gallo-Roman fabrics were all imported from the Continent and 

include typical coarse hard greyware and red/creamy/peachy wares, 

usually with fairly soft fabrics.  The material seen in Test Pits 1, 1a and 2 

all dates to the later 1st to later 2nd century AD, while grave digging has 

produced eastern Gaulish Samian ware of the late 1st to late 2nd century.   

 

The site is also known for later 1st century BC to early 1st century AD 

ceramics from the French/Belgian/German border area, including Terra 

Nigra, Terra Rubra and early North Gaulish Greyware.  The single sherd 

of probable Dressel series amphora from Test Pit 2 probably belongs to 

this sub-Iron Age period.  Vessel forms include pitchers/flagons, vases, 

bowls and platters, the Samian mainly being small bowls with angled 

sides with occasional round-bellied bowls of classic Drag. 37 variety, 

mostly without moulded decoration. 

 

All the above fabrics will be published in more detail in the forthcoming 

specialist report and paper on the author’s excavations at St Clement 

(Waterhouse forthcoming). 

 

The presumed early medieval ditch fills in Test Pits 1, 1a and 2 produced 

a number of undecorated body sherds of unusual colour and texture, 

which have appeared as stray, presumably residual finds in later contexts.  

These are generally in a thin gritty quartzite- and sometimes shell-

tempered occasionally soft fabric of pale fawn to pale off-white/grey 

colour, which look noticeably different from the later medieval 

Normandy Gritty Ware which is common on the site. 

 

Some of these sherds look like Merovingian and Carolingian material 

which has been found in small quantities in both St Helier (Finlaison 

forthcoming) and St Peter Port, Guernsey.  They may support the theory 

that the site on which the Priory was built in the 12th century had 

previously been that of a manorial centre of earlier medieval date, whose 

private chapel became the Parish Church (N. Molyneux, pers. comm.). 

 

The majority of the later medieval pottery is Normandy Gritty Ware 

(Plates 17-21), which can be broadly dated to the 12th to 15th century 

(Barton 2003, 227) but the sherds seen here are considered to centre on 

the 13th to 14th centuries (M. Finlaison, pers. comm.).  It typically has a 

hard, unglazed creamy grey fabric, often with a dark smoky grey exterior, 

heavily gritted with quartzite and occasional fragments of soft shaley 

slate. 
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The majority of vessels were convex-based cooking pots and bowls with 

triangular or downward-hooked section rims, jugs or flagons with tubular 

handles (Plate 20) and storage jars, often thin-walled and of relatively 

large diameter.  Surface sooting is present in some cases. 

 

The fabric and vessel forms conform to published examples from French 

sites (Boquet-Liénard et al 2011), and excavated and fieldwalked material 

from Jersey and Guernsey, showing them to be fairly ubiquitous in the 

island during this period (Barton 2003; Finlaison forthcoming). 

 

Mingled with the Normandy Gritty Ware in Test Pits 2 and 3 were a few 

sherds of a fine, soft peachy-coloured thin-walled fabric with occasional 

painted patterns in red slip on the outer surface.  The majority seemed to 

be from small jugs and bowls, the latter with a triangular section rim.  

They appear to be of Seine Valley origin, possibly Beauvais (M. 

Finlaison, pers. comm.). 

 

Small quantities of glazed gritty ceramics, mostly from jugs or bowls, 

have been found in the buried late medieval ploughsoil.  As well as 

Normandy Gritty Ware, these include green-glazed Saintonge and Seine 

Valley wares, but the latter are limited to the post-demolition period. 

 

Building Stones   

 

Pale orange fine-grained granite of the type used in the walls of the 

medieval buildings is probably from the vicinity of Le Hocq, 800 metres 

to the south-west of the site.  There is little evidence of quarrying on land 

in the area and it was common in Jersey to use outcrops on the beach for 

building stone.  The Le Hocq granites are of Ordovician date (c.485-443 

mya) and fracture naturally into slabs and short billets which are good for 

construction. 

 

The probably Ordovician diorite from the site has a greenish-blue 

speckled fabric in a creamy ground.  It is generally fairly hard, but tends 

to fracture into irregular polyhedral shapes and weather into rounded 

forms, making it unsuitable for quoins or facing stones, but sufficient for 

general rubble construction.  Much was present in the robber trench back-

fills in Test Pits 1 and 1a, while the wall remains in Test Pit 2 and the 

rubble spreads from its robbing there and in Trench 3 were largely 

constructed from diorite.  It is also present in some quantity in the church. 

 

The 2012 and 2014 excavations in Field No. C184a showed the presence 

of several parallel vertical diorite dykes on a north-west to south-east 
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alignment, which broke surface in the field’s north-western quarter.  

Boulders with onion weathering from permafrost during the last Ice Age 

are also present (Nichols 2015, 478-481), while frost-shattered angular 

blocks were seen in Test Pit 3 within post-glacial slumping of loess and 

head down the slope into the area occupied by the New Cemetery. 

 

Roofing slates Plates 11-14 

 

The later medieval roofing slates from the presumed priory building in 

Test Pits 1 & 1a represent an interesting assemblage.  Three principal 

geological types are represented, comprising a flaky pale greenish-grey 

fabric; a hard, dark bluish grey fabric with large quantities of mica, often 

in layers; and a non-micaceous grey slate, usually softer and inclined to 

be flaky.  All these are known from medieval contexts at Mont Orgueil 

Castle (Renouf in Barton 1984) and the island’s parish churches 

(Gardner-Warton 1920; Waterhouse 2015 & forthcoming; Atkins 

forthcoming). 

 

Reference to Plates 11-14 show that a number of complete slates 

survived, with clear size and shape variations providing interesting 

evidence for their creation and subsequent use.  The shapes of some of 

them may indicate the form of the roof on which they were laid: a number 

of long narrow ones perhaps providing evidence for an apse, while the 

wedge-shaped slate in Plate 11 may indicate the existence of a mitred hip. 

 

While the slates’ sides bear the typical marks and spalling from shaping 

with a straight-bladed bill, the fixing holes are of some interest.  These 

occur at the tops of the slates either singly or in pairs, the slater tapping 

the back of the slate several times, making little pits before punching 

through.  Spalling from this operation is often present on the slate’s outer 

face, as can be seen in Plate 14.  The iron hammer used for making the 

holes had a tine of roughly rectangular section with slightly radiused 

corners, producing a characteristic hole profile.  When nailed to the roof, 

the holes in several slates have clearly been reprofiled by rectangular or 

square section nails.  In one slate, a nail tip about 3mm square remains, 

presumably driven in by mistake from an overlapping slate on the roof.   

 

Tiles 

 

Gallo-Roman roof tiles in a hard coarse orange fabric with dark 

grey/white marbling were present on the site: two tegula sherds having 

been found in the fills of the presumed early medieval ditches in Test Pits 

1a and 2.  The coarsely gritted aggregate contains much quartzite and 
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shaley slate fragments, suggesting a geological origin in north-western 

Brittany or the western Cotentin Peninsula, where slate geology is found. 

 

One sherd of a later medieval floor tile was found in the ploughsoil above 

the main demolition layers in Test Pit 1a.  This was a dark reddish-orange 

fabric, lightly gritted with vertical, slightly squashed sides and traces of 

white mortar on one edge.  Probably square, it was about 18mm thick, 

although its upper surface was severely worn.  It was not possible to 

discern any pattern, although one may have been worn away. 

 

Early medieval sarcophagus fragments 

 

These are cut from a Miocene marine limestone, about 15 million years 

old, which is found in a band which runs from eastern Brittany and south-

west Normandy, southwards towards the Touraine in south-western 

France.  It is a vesicular stone composed of small comminuted shells and 

worm casts, with many small voids between them where softer material 

has been leached out by groundwater in later periods. 

 

The stone structure is thus light yet strong and relatively soft, making it 

very suitable for cutting and dressing and easy to transport.  Its colour 

varies between creamy white, pale grey, golden brown and rusty brown.  

The most likely sources for export to the Channel Islands are at Le Quiou 

in the Rance valley, about 20km south-west of St Malo in eastern 

Brittany, and near Blehou and Sainteny south-west of Carentan in south-

west Normandy, both of which had immediate access to tidal inlets and 

where evidence for both underground and surface quarrying is extensive.  

The most intact unburnt fragment (Plate 15) is probably from the bottom 

corner of a sarcophagus chest.  The white arrow indicates traces of 

parallel tool marks on one face, made by a bolster chisel or stone-cutter’s 

axe.  Intact examples seen by the author in France seem mostly to have 

been dressed externally with a wide-bladed axe and excavated internally 

with narrow bladed chisels or picks.  Two burnt fragments with 

characteristically rounded, dusty faces can be seen in Plate 16. 

 

Suggested sequence of events 

 

Period 1 – Later Iron Age and Gallo-Roman 

 

A ditch running parallel with the Rue au Seigneur was recorded in Test 

Pit 2 at the south-western corner of the New Cemetery.  It contained 

prehistoric pot sherds, probably of Iron Age date, but just possibly earlier. 
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Residual ceramics of these periods, represented elsewhere on the site by 

in-situ occupation deposits, were recorded in ditch fills associated with 

Period 2.  They cover a possible date range from the 2nd or 1st century BC 

through to the 2nd century AD and include evidence for a Roman building 

with a tiled roof. 

 

Evidence from other parts of Field No. C194 and Field C184 to the west 

supports this date range and includes a small settlement area of the 1st to 

2nd century AD just east of centre in the New Cemetery. 

 

Period 2 – Post-Roman/Earlier Medieval 

 

Two parallel ditches in Trench 2 and a single large ditch in Trench 1/1a, 

recut many times, may date from the end of Gallo-Roman settlement in 

Jersey after the fourth century AD, or to the early medieval period, circa 

AD 400-900.  It is not certain what they were for, but they contained 

waterborne silts, suggesting they had a drainage function and followed 

(or were followed by) the approximately east-west alignment of the Rue 

au Seigneur. 

 

Their fills contained sherds of Gallo-Roman amphora, domestic ceramics 

and roof tile of late 1st century BC to 2nd century AD date, but their 

abraded nature suggests that they may have entered the ditches rather 

later than their use-period.  They also contained sherds of possible earlier 

medieval coarseware, perhaps made in predecessor industries to the 

Normandy Gritty Ware factories in the southern Cotentin Peninsula. 

 

Fragments of shelly limestone sarcophagus, imported from Brittany or 

Normandy, attest to the probable existence of a Christian cemetery on or 

near the site of Test Pits 1 and 1a in the mid-6th to early 8th century AD.  

Two further fragments are known in the north wall of the nave in the 

parish church.  The extent of the cemetery is not known, but the parish 

church presumably sits within it. 

 

Period 3 – 1154-1178 

 

A small administrative priory was set up by the Abbey of Mont St Michel 

in Normandy, comprising a chapel and other buildings, which were 

constructed immediately to the west of the graveyard surrounding the 

parish church.  A prior and one other monk managed the Abbey’s large 

estates in south-east Jersey from St Clement.  Details of its history are 

given in the accompanying paper by Neil Molyneux (BSJ 2016). 
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The buildings included a chapel and other buildings, but as it was an 

administrative centre, the classic monastic layout with a large church and 

cloister linking it with several claustral buildings would not have been 

present.  Instead, it is likely that there was a residential building for the 

Prior and his staff, a chapel and various buildings for gathering and 

storing produce if rents were paid in goods. 

 

The building whose robbed-out south-western corner was seen in Test Pit 

1a, seems to have been aligned east-west immediately alongside and to 

the north of the Rue au Seigneur.  It was constructed from loess bonded 

granite and diorite rubble, and had a timber roof covered with nailed 

slates, imported from the western Cotentin Peninsula in Normandy.  

Possible evidence for more than one slating event was provided by three 

geological types, perhaps indicating a life of at least a century for the 

building. 

 

It is uncertain whether the north-south wall in Test Pit 2 formed part of a 

building or was a boundary wall, but the presence of a domestic midden 

deposit immediately to its west, may imply that it was part of a kitchen.  

As the distance between the two was about 50 metres, this suggests a 

fairly spaced-out set of buildings, enclosed within a ditched or embanked 

enclosure.  Occasionally, graves within the New Cemetery have been 

abandoned part-dug due to large stones being encountered: these could 

indicate the sites of more medieval buildings. 

 

The southern boundary of this enclosure was presumably the Rue au 

Seigneur, while the southern part of the eastern boundary is known to 

have been the churchyard wall.  It is possible that the present hedge 

between Fields C184 and C194 was the western boundary, but the 

position of the northern boundary is not known, although it may have 

been a ditch which has not been found yet.  Recent monitoring of Grave 

L1, 80 metres north of Test Pits 1 & 1a, located a possible north-south 

drainage ditch with 13th to 15th century pottery sherds in its fill, so other 

boundaries are possible, especially as the field just to the north is called 

Le Grand Val au Moines (great valley of the monks).  Figure 9 shows 

possible limits of enclosures on the site. 

 

Period 4 – c.1304-1328? 

 

The priory was sequestered during the reign of Edward I, King of 

England and its rents diverted to the Warden of the Isles, Otto de 

Grandison.  Upon Edward’s death in 1307, his son Edward II failed to 

persuade de Grandison to hand the property back, despite a personal 
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intervention from the Abbot of Mont St Michel.  It was not returned until 

after de Grandison died in 1328 (Molyneux, this volume). 

 

Due to the lack of higher status 14th to 15th century ceramics in the robber 

trench fills, it is considered possible that the priory buildings were 

stripped and demolished in this period, even the foundations being dug up 

for their stone.  There is clear evidence for the sorting of roofing slates 

and the discarding of odd-shaped or broken ones, sometimes in discrete 

dumps.  Occupation on the site thus appears to have terminated and did 

not recommence, the site becoming arable land thereafter. 

 

Period 5 – 1413 

 

In this year, the Alien Priories Act was passed by Henry V, King of 

England.  It required all religious houses whose mother houses were 

outside England and her dependencies, to swear allegiance to the Crown 

and transfer their possessions to English houses of the same order.  Most, 

including St Clement, felt unable to do so and were sequestered, their 

lands being added to the Crown estate (in Jersey, the Fief du Roi). 

It would appear that by this date, there were no priory buildings 

remaining at St Clement, so little if any change would have occurred on 

the site. 

 

Discussion 

 

The only other alien priories in the Channel Islands where remains 

survive and have been recorded archaeologically are those at Lihou Island 

off Guernsey (Sebire 1997, 1999) and on Maitresse Ile, Les Ecrehous 

(Rodwell 1996).  Both sites have suffered from coastal erosion so their 

precincts are of unknown extent (if indeed Les Ecrehous had one), 

although survey work by the present author c.2000 (in Sebire, 

forthcoming) suggested that Lihou Priory lay within a trapezoidal rubble 

walled enclosure enclosing about an acre.  Unfortunately, much of this 

has been lost to the sea, making its original shape and extent somewhat 

uncertain.  The priory buildings did however occupy its northern edge, 

suggesting that the remainder may have been open, as seems to have been 

the case at St Clement and at the priory of Notre Dame de Jobourg in the 

north-west Cotentin Peninsula. 

 

Figure 9 includes a mapped representation dated 1764, showing this 

minor Victorine priory founded c.1165-1170 under the Abbey of Notre 

Dame du Voeu in Cherbourg.  The buildings of the priory can be seen 

clustering along the northern edge of a roughly square enclosure 
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immediately abutting the graveyard.  An adjoining hedged close of land is 

listed as belonging to the Prieur de Jobourg, suggesting that the site was 

always intended to be compact (Deshayes 2012, 38-41). 

 

It is interesting to compare these examples with the tentative outlines of 

the St Clement enclosure in Figure 9.  The example from Jobourg is 

shown, as it is an excellent comparison, being an enclosed area 

immediately adjoining a parish church.  It makes one wonder if there was 

a typical form to these sites, although comparison with several more 

examples would be necessary to form a firm opinion. 

 

The evidence from the later medieval ceramics at St Clement is 

intriguing, as many large unabraded sherds of Developed Normandy 

Gritty Ware are present in midden deposits immediately preceding the 

demolition of the presumed priory buildings, and are intermingled with 

the rubble cast back into the robber trenches.  All of it is low-status 

domestic material, the only higher status ceramics being 14th or 15th 

century glazed sherds in the post-demolition ploughsoil 052/106/309 

which appears to cover the whole of Field No. C194. 

 

If the priory had been demolished immediately after the passing of the 

Alien Priories Act in 1413, a reasonable quantity of higher status 

ceramics from up to that date might be expected to be present.  They are 

not, and in view of the historical evidence presented by Neil Molyneux 

elsewhere in this Bulletin, that the Priory was confiscated by the Crown 

in 1304 and was not restored until 1328, there is a possibility that it was 

asset-stripped in that period, the buildings being demolished and not 

rebuilt. 

 

The use of nails in the later medieval roofing slates is interesting, as it 

was previously believed that medieval slates in Normandy were usually 

pegged; nails only appearing from the 17th century onwards (D. Nicolas-

Mery, pers. comm.).  The slates include at least one Cotentin geology 

(pale green), providing a clear trade connection with Normandy at the 

time. 

 

Before 2013, when the author commenced a search for them, early 

medieval sarcophagus fragments were not known to be present in Jersey, 

although pieces had been found in the walls of St Pierre du Bois, 

Guernsey (J. McCormack, pers. comm.). 

 

A paper is in preparation (Waterhouse, forthcoming), so the subject will 

not be discussed in great detail here, but it is of some interest that the four 
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Jersey churches in which sarcophagus fragments have been found (St 

Clement, Grouville, St Martin & St Saviour) form an apparent cluster at 

the east end of the island. 

 

In 2014, the author with a student intern: Miss S. Alsford, carried out a 

detailed survey of the medieval churches of Guernsey, finding a few more 

fragments at St Pierre du Bois, but many more at Le Castel, accompanied 

by large quantities of recycled Roman building materials.  Since then, a 

further fragment has been found in the ruined priory church at Lihou on 

the north-west tip of Guernsey (J. McCormack, pers. comm.). 

 

On the Continent, their recycled presence in church fabric of later periods 

is attested from many sites in Normandy and Brittany (Guignon, Bardel 

& Batt 1987; Prigent & Bernard 1985; Deshayes 2006; Petts 2015).  The 

date range usually given for their manufacture and use is circa AD 550 to 

720 (J. Deshayes & D. Nicolas-Mery, pers. comms.).  This is more or less 

bracketed by the Merovingian political dynasty which ruled the remnant 

of the Western Roman Empire called Francia from AD 600 to 749: they 

are thus often referred to as ‘Merovingian sarcophagi’.  Although stone 

coffins were popular both earlier and later in the Roman and Medieval 

periods, none are believed to have used this particular type of limestone, 

which is restricted to this period. 

 

The excavated finds at St Clement are thus very significant for our 

understanding of early medieval Jersey, as they show that organised 

Christianity was already present in the Channel Islands by the 

Merovingian period, and that stone sarcophagi were being transported by 

sea to the Channel Islands and probably elsewhere. 

 

Not only do the excavated fragments show the presence of sarcophagus 

fragments at St Clement in addition to the two currently visible in the 

church fabric, but the burnt limestone fragments and the pit kiln in Test 

Pit 1a show that in the later medieval period, sarcophagus material was 

being deliberately burnt on site to make lime.  This practice had already 

been advanced as a possible explanation for the very small quantities 

present on ecclesiastical sites where limestone was not naturally present 

(J. Deshayes, pers. comm.), but St Clement is the only site to date where 

firm evidence for the practice has been identified. 

 

Conclusions 

 

Although there are known to have been several alien priories on the 

island of Jersey (and on l’Islet off St Helier, now Elizabeth Castle) the 
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Benedictine priory of St Clement is the only one in the island to date 

where archaeological work has produced structural remains. 

 

The remains of at least one of the buildings which probably served it was 

identified in the 2012 excavations.  Remains of a stone wall and late 

medieval midden material may identify the site of the community’s 

kitchen 50 metres to the west.  Evidence for their enclosure within a 

roughly rectangular ditched and embanked area north of the Rue au 

Seigneur and west of the parish church’s graveyard was provided by 

excavated and surviving upstanding evidence. 

 

The depth of overlying deposits and the very thorough way in which the 

buildings were subsequently removed from the landscape, make it 

somewhat unlikely that evidence for the priory’s site could have been 

obtained in any other way than by deep excavation.  It suggests that other 

valley-bottom sites have the potential to preserve such remains. 

 

Although there had been a local tradition that the priory had been located 

in the area just west of the church, it is unfortunate that the site was not 

identified until the New Cemetery had been largely filled, making further 

archaeological excavations in the vicinity of Test Pits 1 and 1a difficult or 

impossible. 

 

The evidence presented here will go some way towards providing an idea 

of what at least one of the priory buildings looked like during its 

relatively short life. 
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Figures 

 

Figure 1 – Excavations at St Clement, 1980 to present. 
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Figure 2 – Medieval features in 2012-2013 trenches. 
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Figure 3 – Plans of Test Pits 1 & 1a.  Blue = Roofing slate in rubble fill 

of ditch.  Grey = Rubble fills of ditch and robber trench following south-

west corner of medieval building.  

 



 23 

Figure 4 – West side section of Test Pit 1. 
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Figure 5 – Sections of early medieval ditch, with complex sequence of 

silt fills, in Test Pit 1a. 
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Figure 6 – Intermediate section looking north, across late medieval robber 

trench in Test Pit 1a. 
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Figure 7 – Part sections of later medieval lime-burning pit in north-west 

corner of Test Pit 1a.  Sarcophagus fragments were seen in sample of fills 

360-362. 
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Figure 8 – Reconstruction plan of medieval features seen in Test Pits 1 

and 1a. 
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Figure 9 – Suggested layout of Priory Enclosure at St Clement (bottom) 

with the known layout at Jobourg in the north-west Cotentin (top).  
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Plates 

 

Plate 1 – Test Pit 1 looking north-west, with demolition rubble from 

priory building filling ditch 014.  Note pale silt streaks in 012, filling an 

earlier ditch. 
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Plate 2 – Demolition rubble in Test Pit 1a, filling south-west corner of 

presumed priory building.  North is at bottom. 
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Plate 3 – Part-excavated later medieval robber trench 396, looking north-

west.  Note roofing slates in lower fills.  Compare with Figure 6. 
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Plate 4 – Later medieval ditch 351, cut into early medieval ditch fills at 

south-west corner of Test Pit 1a.  South is at top.  
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Plate 5 – Sequential ditches on the same alignment.  Lower (351) is cut 

into dark silt fills of early medieval ditch 343; upper (316) cuts early 

medieval occupation soil, but predates abandonment & demolition of 

priory buildings in first quarter of 14th century.  343 is early medieval 

ditch cutting into natural loess 218. 
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Plate 6 – Part-sectioned robber trench 396 in Trench 1a, looking north.  

Compare with Figure 6.  Note roofing slates in lower fills and granite 

rubble in upper one (310).  Part-burnt early medieval sarcophagus 

fragments were found in this. 
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Plate 7 – Detail of later medieval robber trench, cut into natural loess 318.  

Note colour difference between this and dirty brown fills 309, 398 & 397. 
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Plate 8 – Later medieval limekiln pit in north section of Test Pit 1a, 

looking north-east.  Note natural loess 318, burnt pink (359).  Burnt 

material is present in all fills, but is more concentrated, with much ash, in 

lower part of pit.  Fragments of sarcophagus material were found here.  

Layer 321 is probably a Priory period occupation soil; it contained 

Normandy Gritty Ware.  Layer 309 is an agricultural soil, post-dating the 

priory’s destruction. 
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Plate 9 – Burnt material at base of limekiln pit, looking north.  Note 

lenses of burnt and unburnt loess mixed into deep ash at base of pit. 
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Plate 10 – Remains of possible western precinct wall (053) of Priory in 

Test Pit 2, looking north. 
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Plate 11 – Front & rear of later medieval nailed roofing slate from 

presumed Priory demolition rubble in Test Pit 1a.  Hard dark blue-grey 

geology with mica specks.  This slate is important, as it suggests that the 

roof it covered may have been hipped. 
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Plate 12 – Front & rear of later medieval nailed roofing slate from 

presumed Priory demolition rubble in Test Pit 1a.  Soft and flaky pale 

green geology.  Note angled shoulders: a common feature. 
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Plate 13 – Examples of long narrow slates, one with apparent vibration 

marks, caused by the wind when the slate was rattling on a roof. 

 

 
Plate 14 – Morphology of nail holes. 
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Plate 15 – Unburnt fragment of lower corner of early medieval 

sarcophagus, viewed from below.  Black arrows indicate edges of chest; 

white arrow is pointing at tooling marks.  Note vesicular structure. 
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Plate 16 – Burnt fragments of early medieval sarcophagus material, found 

in robber trench fill 310.  These must be derived from the lime-burning 

pit or another like it, and presumably date from the Priory construction 

period, c.1154-1178. 
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Plate 17 – A selection of unglazed 13th – 14th century Normandy Gritty 

Ware sherds from midden deposit in Test Pit 2, possibly associated with a 

later medieval kitchen. 
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Plate 18 – Exterior faces of selected base sherds of Normandy Gritty 

Ware.  Note soot stains on some sherds.  Flat-bottomed and convex-

bottomed vessels predominate, most of a very similar diameter. 
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Plate 19 – Rim sherds of Normandy Gritty Ware, of classic 13th to early 

14th century form.  A variety of fabrics are shown. 
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Plate 20 – Tubular handle from Normandy Gritty Ware jug of classic 13th 

to early 14th century form, from midden deposit in Test Pit 2, associated 

with possible kitchen.  Note soot adhering to surface.  Luted seam is just 

visible at left on exterior view.  These handles were formed by rolling a 

sheet of clay around a mandrel, then luting it together and spreading the 

ends onto the vessel sides. 
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Plate 21 – Flat handle of medieval red-ware jug, from fill 315 of late 

medieval ditch in Test Pit 1a.  Note gritty grey clay and reduced exterior. 

 
 

 

Document ends. 

 

 


