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1. INTRODUCTION 

 

This report relates to two of York Archaeological Trust’s excavations at the Bedern (site 
codes 1973–81.13 and 1978–81.14) and Henlys Garage (site code 1196). The location of 
these sites is given on Figure 1. It was hoped that these excavations could be used for 
research into post- medieval artefacts as part of a Museum Resilience Fund project, 
specifically into school equipment for the Bedern, and evidence for pinning at Henlys 
Garage. Examination of the archive showed, however, that the school at the Bedern was of 
Victorian rather than post- medieval date, while the pinning at Henlys Garage was of 
medieval date. The brief descriptions of the Bedern and Henlys Garage excavations were not 
therefore included in the research into post-medieval artefacts, but are retained here in 
case they are of use for other Museum Resilience Fund projects. 

2. THE BEDERN, YORK 

 

The excavations at the Bedern, York (Figure 2) took place between 1973 and 1981, and were 
one of the longest-running excavations ever undertaken in York. Different parts of the 
excavations were directed by J.B. Whitwell, M. Daniells, I. Read, P. Mills, B. Ayres, R. 
Barthkowiak and C. Briden. The excavations comprised a number of trenches to either side 
of Bedern, and the results have been published in Ottaway (1996) and Richards (2001). The 
text below represents a brief summary of the excavations based on the published reports. 

During the Roman period the site lay in the eastern corner of the legionary fortress. 
The Trust’s excavations at Bedern were of insufficient depth to encounter Roman 
deposits in all areas, being typically around 1.5m deep. Where evidence for Roman activity 
was encountered part of the turf and clay rampart of the initial late 1st-century fortress 
defences was seen, together with an unmetalled intervallum area and the remains of beam 
slots for early Roman timber buildings. The defences at the site were remodelled with the 
addition of stone walling in the late 2nd century, and the intervallum area was surfaced 
at this stage. The remains of stone buildings of mid-2nd- to early 3rd-century date were 
also present. A 3rd-century timber-lined well was built into the edge of the fortress 
rampart. By the mid-4th century the intervallum was no longer maintained and a deposit of 
silty loam accumulated on its surface. 

The only Anglian finds on the Bedern site were a pit which was radio-carbon dated to the 
7th–8th century and a coin from the reign of Eanred c.810–841. Activity of Anglo-
Scandinavian date included a large wattle-lined pit and the robbing of some of the Roman 
buildings at the site. In the early 13th century the site seems to have been used for 
agricultural purposes, with a series of drainage gullies and property boundary ditches being 
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present. 

The College of the Vicars Choral was established in the area in 1252, and the archaeological 
investigations revealed a complex sequence of buildings relating to the college precinct 
(Plate 1). Initially there were buildings to either side of an open courtyard, and this yard 
became known as Bedern Close. A great hall lay on the north-eastern side of the close, while 
a smaller timber-framed building was present on the south-western side. The south-western 
side of the close was altered by the addition of an aisled hall, with a further smaller building 
to its rear. 

During the early 14th century a chapel was built, the buildings on the south-western side of 
the close were altered, and the earlier hall was rebuilt, apparently in the form of separate 
houses. 

Major building activity of mid-14th- to 15th-century date included the rebuilding of the 
great hall in stone, and the construction of an adjacent kitchen block, archive room and 
college gardens. The chapel was also enlarged and a number of new houses built. This 
had the effect of creating two courtyards within the college. 
 

 
Plate 1: General view of the Bedern excavations showing medieval walling and external pits 
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The area to the south-west of the college was occupied by a medieval foundry. This was 
replaced by a bakery in the mid-16th century. A series of bread ovens were excavated 
which continued in use until the 17th century. It is possible that the bakery may have had 
connections with York Minster, baking communion bread for the Minster services. 

From the 15th–early 17th century there was less building work at the college, though a 
number of alterations were made to the buildings. At this stage many of the vicars lived 
away from the college and sub-let their properties to lay tenants. By 1700 there were only 
five vicars resident in Bedern. 

Less evidence was found of the post-medieval structures at the site, largely due to 
modern disturbance. A series of cellars north-east of the close may represent the remains of 
houses of this date. Both the chapel and hall (Plate 2) survived throughout this period, but 
from 1640 the hall was leased to laymen and was subdivided into three tenements. The 
service wing of the great hall was also converted into residential accommodation. The 
remains of a substantial late 17th-century mansion were present in an area around an 
open yard known as either Back Bedern or Bartle Garth. 

 

 
Plate 2: The restored Bedern Hall from the north-east 

In the early 19th century the Bedern area became a slum, housing a large number of Irish 
Immigrants. Many of York’s prostitutes also operated from rooms in the Bedern. The mid-
19th century saw attempts at improving the area, including opening up the street to St 
Andrewgate in 1852 and the creation of the Bedern National School in 1872–73. A 
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number of slate pencils and stone marbles from the site probably relate to this school. In 
1882 the Ebor and Hawarden Buildings provided model lodging houses. From the late 19th 

century the area attracted light industry and was the site of a mineral water factory and a 
meat pie works. 

3. HENLYS GARAGE, STONEBOW, YORK 

The excavations at the site of the former Henlys Garage, the Stonebow, York (Figure 3, 
Plate 3), took place from September to October 2004, and were directed by R. 
Finlayson. The works were in advance of the redevelopment of the site by the Evans 
Property Group of Leeds. A report on the excavations was prepared by Finlayson (2005), and 
the following text is based on that report, while the illustrations are taken directly from it. 

The site lay above the line of the former street of Hungate, which originally ran down to the 
River Foss. It was hoped that the excavations would reveal deposits relating to this road 
and the associated buildings to either side, in particular to a Carmelite Friary which was 
known from documentary sources to have been located in the area from 1295 onwards. The 
Carmelite Friary was surrendered to the Crown in 1538 during the dissolution of the 
monasteries. Documentary research indicated that from the early 15th to the 17th century 
Hungate became a dumping ground for rubbish from the city, being designated the official 
city dump from 1524. Evidence for a considerable build-up of deposits resultant from this 
dumping has been seen on several archaeological excavations in the area. The dumping 
resulted in land adjacent to the River Foss being reclaimed. The new street of Stonebow was 
built in 1955, bisecting the original Hungate. Various industrial and commercial properties 
were then built fronting onto Stonebow, including Henlys Garage. 

A significant sequence of structures and occupation dating from the medieval period to 
the 20th century was excavated at Henlys Garage. Residual pottery and artefacts within this 
sequence indicated the presence of Roman and Anglo-Scandinavian deposits on the site, 
although excavation was of insufficient depth to reach these earlier levels. The lower levels 
at the site exhibited good organic preservation. 

The earliest excavated deposits were dated to the 12th–13th century and pre-dated the 
road surfaces of Hungate. These 12th- and 13th-century deposits sloped markedly 
downwards from the west towards the south-east, and may represent an episode of large-
scale levelling designed to raise the ground surface, thereby making the land less 
susceptible to flooding from the River Foss. 
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Plate 3: The excavations on the site of the former Henlys Garage, Stonebow. 

The medieval line of Hungate ran across the site, and a succession of 14th- to 15th-century 
cobbled road surfaces was excavated. A substantial stone wall was located on the northern 
side of Hungate. This wall was constructed with faced stone blocks on the southern side, i.e. 
the side fronting the street, while the remainder of the wall was of rubble and mortar. 
The lack of facing stones on the northern side of this wall could indicate either that it was a 
retaining wall built into the deposits to the north, or that facing stones in this area had been 
robbed at some later stage. An integral arch was built into the base of this wall (Plate 
4), but it was not possible to excavate the deposits beneath this arch, as this would have 
undermined an existing boundary wall. 

The stone wall formed one of a sequence of stone walls of 14th- to 15th-century date that 
were located to either side of Hungate. There was nothing to directly link these walls with 
the Carmelites, but their quality and size suggests that they were associated with the friary. 
In addition various architectural fragments found residually in later contexts probably 
originated from the friary buildings. If this is the case, then it is interesting to note that 
the medieval street of Hungate ran through the friary precinct. 

Significant evidence of medieval copper-alloy wire working was recovered from the site. This 
material seems to represent debris from pin-making, as it included many unfinished pins, 
but the remains of other copper-alloy dress fittings such as buckles, strap ends and lace tags 
of 14th- to 15th-century date were also present. The finds relating to this activity were 
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found concentrated within the road surfaces of Hungate, possibly indicating that the debris 
from this craft was swept onto the road out of nearby wire-working workshops. Some 
evidence of leather, lead and horn working was also found. 
 

 
Plate 4: The arch within the stone walling at the Henlys Garage site, and the cobble surface 

of Hungate. Scale unit 0.1m 

A mixture of alluvial deposits and dumped material post-dated the medieval road surfaces 
at the site, showing that the area was subject to flooding at this stage. No post-medieval 
road surfaces of Hungate survived. A number of brick walls and brick floors of 16th- to 18th-
century date were present at the site. These structures incorporated re-used medieval 
material including both 14th- to 16th-century bricks and architectural fragments that 
probably originated from the Carmelite Friary. The only clearly post-medieval finds at the 
site were tobacco pipe fragments, a glass vessel fragment and a slate pencil, while a glass 
bead may also have been of post-medieval date. 

The remains of 18th- to 19th-century buildings lying to the south of Hungate were present. 
Twentieth-century deposits included the road surface of Hungate, made of bitumen-bonded 
granite sets, and a comprehensive network of service trenches which had badly truncated 
the underlying archaeological deposits. 
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Figure 1: Location of Bedern and Henlys Garage excavations within York
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Figure 2: Location of Bedern trenches.
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             Figure 3: Location of Henlys Garage trenches
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This series of Insights has been contributed by York Archaeological Trust staff members and 
external specialists for Finding the Future. They aim to frame an understanding of aspects of 
the Trust’s collection of artefacts and their archaeological context; and also to enhance staff 
involvement. The authors represent a broad range of experience and knowledge.   

Insights are not presented as YAT publications, they have not been peer reviewed or edited 
to full publication standard. Rather they should be seen as statements reflecting the 
research, ideas, knowledge and interests of the individual authors. They are not necessarily 
designed to be the definitive word, may not always agree with the Trust’s previous 
publications, and some of their content may be subject to debate or different interpretation. 
All within the spirit of Finding the Future. 
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