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1. Introduction 

Between June and October 1972 York Archaeological Trust excavated at Union Terrace 
in York ahead of the proposed inner road. The excavation reached 12

th - 13th century 
remains across most of the site. It was later back-filled and a car park laid out over it 
leaving the late 12

th

 - 13th century construction levels intact for potential future 
examination. The excavation revealed the probable remains of the medieval hospital 
known as St Mary’s in the Horsefair, which cared for sick priests. The York Archaeological 
Trust Gazetteer page summarises the site record as “not very accessible” and describes it 
as containing contradictory interpretations (York Archaeological Trust, 2016).  Before the 
publication of the site report (Richards et al., 1989) there was the odd scattered paragraph 
on the excavation, and a summary of the history in the Antiquaries Journal (Addyman, 
1973).  This report will bring together what is known about the medieval hospital on the site 
and put it in wider context within York. It will cover three of the periods identified in the 
original report: period 2, late 12th-13th   centuries;  period  3,  14th-mid  15th   century;  and  

period  4,  mid  15th-mid  16th centuries. 

2. The Hospital 

Before its use as a hospital the site, then known as Horsefair, was home to a Carmelite 
friary. The Carmelites as friars were not isolated from the world in their cloisters but part of 
the religious life of their communities. As the Carmelites became more heavily reliant upon 
mendicancy (as itinerant beggars in imitation of the apostles) they became more integrated 
in cities and a new house was founded on the Horsefair in York in 1250 (Burton 1994, 114-
5). In 1295 they moved to the area which is now adjacent to modern day Carmelite Street 
and Stonebow (alternatively named White Friar Lane (Finlayson). Excavations p lann ed 
f or  t h i s  a rea  may provide evidence of this stage of the Carmeltite’s history and the 
layout of the building at the Horsefair. Richards, Heighway and Donaghy have compared the 
fabric of the building on Union Terrace to that at Hulne in Northumberland (Richards et 
al., 1989, 14), arguably some of the most important archaeological and architectural 
remains of the order (Burton 1994, 114). The proportions of the Union Terrace building are 
similar to both Hulne and another friary at Ayleford in Kent, with a central cross passage 
dividing a long rectangular building. A possible altar step was found in York (Richards et al., 
1989, 15). The pre-existence of the friary determined the fabric of the buildings that became 
St Mary’s hospital. 

3 

 



One the site male burials outnumbered female three to one and the majority of the 
pathological changes to the skeletal remains were caused by arthritis, as would be expected 
with a population of elderly male clergy. Among the latest burials there were a pewter 
chalice and copper-alloy buckle (Richards et al., 1989, 23).  This suggests that the burials 
of the clergy treated in the hospital were present. 

 

 
 

Figure 1: “Comparative plans of Carmelite friaries: a, Hulne, Northumberland, the cross 
marks the position of the altar) after Gilyard-Beer 1958); b, Union Terrace. Scale 1:500)” 

(Richards et al., 1989, 14) 

The excavation found a considerable building aligned roughly east to west, composing of 
three rooms built in two or three phases between the late 12th and 13th centuries (fig. 2). 
In the early 14th  century the dividing wall between rooms J and H was demolished and 
the floors probably levelled, possibly when the use of the site as a hospital began. Four 
smaller rooms were created at the west end of room J by a wall with stone footings and 
possibly a timber superstructure (M,N,O and P), with potentially another timber structure 
within room P. V. Addyman had initially interpreted these as living cubicles (Addyman 
1973,46), but Richards et al. liken it to a typical medieval hall plan with a screens passage 
separating the main hall from smaller service rooms. They posit that room H served as a 
retiring room, dormitory or remained as a chapel (Richards et al., 1989, 15). An 
extension was also added (L) with two latrines composed of mortared small stones and 
brick (Y and Z) and the complex was served by a well to the south. 

Later, Rooms K-L were further extended (Li,) post-holes indicate internal structures and 
a third latrine were built, this time with drystone. A central tiled hearth was added to room 
N, suggesting that the interpretation of this space as a living cubicle may not be correct, or 
that the space changed in use. Its location indicates that the hall may not have had an 
upper storey. The latest sequence of flooring was of diagonally set glazed tiles. A Northern 
entrance to room J (possibly built in the early stages of period 3) remained in use and a 
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worn path led from it across the yard area outside. A shell midden accumulated by the 

door, sealing in a coin from the early 15th century. 

The hospital was expanded and re-organised at some point from the mid-15th century (fig. 
3). Room J was demolished and replaced by a structure consisting of two spaces, room E 
was built out of stone on shallow footings with red clay floors, and a tile-floored extension , 
room W, to the north. Richards et al. surmise that room W may have been a porch, a 
storage shed or even a space for hanging and smoking meat based on signs of burning 
(Richards et al., 1989, 21). A domestic range with clay floors, a tiled hearth and possibly a 
timber superstructure. The K-L range stayed in use but at some point was subdivided by a 
new partition. To the west a ditch or low-lying area was used for gardening and as a 
rubbish dump.  Further  developments  towards  the  end  of  this  apparent  expansion  
including  a cellared room to the south that potentially contained a barrel-run, and an 
enclosing wall potentially creating a new room. 
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Figure 2 and 3 (over leaf): “Phase diagrams, showing probable development of the site. New 
structures appear hatched. Scale 1:500” (Richards et al., 1989, 10) Room O appears not to be 

marked and is presumably the passage Richards et al. describes between P, M and N. 
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Figure 3: Phase diagrams continued 
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Masters of St Mary’s on the Horsefair 
(From William Page, VCH, Yorks. 3, 336- 
352) 

 
Richard de Grymston, occurs 1318 
Hugh called Walgh de Pykering, priest, 

appointed 13 August 1330, resigned 
Richard de Killum, succeeded 25 July 

1331 
John Pulhore, resigned 1338 
Walter de Harpham, (fn. 126) succeeded 

1338, exchanged 1347 
John de Ellerker, 1347 
Robert Worschipp, succeeded 17 June 

1349 
Robert de Boxeby, 31 March 1360, died 
William de Donyngton, (fn. 132) 

succeeded 5 August 1369, resigned 
Walter Coupland, succeeded 27 

September 1412, resigned 
Thomas Petlyng, succeeded 11 

November 1413, exchanged 1416 
William Crosse, canon of Lincoln, 1 April 

1416, resigned 
Robert Frend, sub-deacon, succeeded 15 

May 1421, resigned 
Marmaduke Lumley, LL.B., prebendary 

of Osmotherley, succeeded 12 
December 1424, became Bishop of 
Carlisle 1430 

Robert Gamyll, priest, succeeded 8 
August 1430 

John Ashfordby, died 1452 
Marmaduke Constable, succeeded 27 

July 1452, died 
William Eure, succeeded 1453 
William Cerffe, monk of Meaux, 

succeeded 18 September 1483, 
resigned 

Robert Bothe, LL.D., succeeded 22 
February 1486-7, died 

William Sheffield, Dec. D., succeeded 6 
August 1488 

Simon Senous, succeeded 2 January 
1496-7, resigned 

Martin Colyns, Dec. D., succeeded 2 
October 1500, died 

John Withers, A.M., succeeded 5 May 
1509, died 

Thomas Marcer, succeeded 20 August 
1536 

John Golding, occurs 1556 
 

 

3. Written sources 

 
Richards et al. make reference to written sources for the 
site, but as the initial site report is the only extensive 
writing on the excavation, there has been very little to 
compare the building found with documentation of the 
site. Although it is possible that what appears to be the 
main hall (H) could have continued as a chapel, the 
proximity of latrines and rooms reminiscent of a screens 
passage and service rooms, one including a hearth, 
suggests that maybe this was a more domestic area, 
perhaps the dormitory. 

We know something of the value and fortunes of the 
hospital. In the Letters and State Papers of Henry VIII for 
April 1535-April 1536 (26 Hen VIII) the hospital was 
valued at £37 gross per annum, or £11, 6s and 8d clear 
(Dugdale, 1846, 782), a not inconsiderable value. By 
1556 it “standeth as not yet dissolved” (Inv. Ch. Goods., 
p. 113). According to the Victoria County Histories, by 
1556, when the buildings were leased to John Dawson of 
Heworth, the hospital comprised of a dwelling house, 
chapel, priest's, fellows', and brethrens' lodging 
chambers, a close, orchards, and gardens, for which the 
expansion of period 4 provides enough space. The 
hospital was also served by twenty-six masters, about 
whom a few details are known (see: William Page, VCH, 
Yorks. 3, 336-352). 

4. Context 

The undercroft of York’s  Merchant Adventurers hall 
operated as a hospital providing alms for the poor and as 
one of the few examples of medieval hospitals still 
standing in York it, and its archaeology, may act as a 
point of reference to envisage how some of these 
institutions may have been. In the case of the Merchant 
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Adventurers, the undercroft was subdivided into small individual spaces. Other medieval 
hospitals, St Mary’s in Chichester, St John the Baptist and the Evangelist in Sherborne, St 
John’s in Northampton and St Mary Magdalene in Glastonbury, all have a main hall divided 
into smaller individual spaces (presumably for patients) as part of the building structure (fig. 
4). No equivalent has been found on Union Terrace of similar divisions within the main hall. 
It is possible that a far more temporary structure was used, but if so it has left no evidence 
that has been recorded. Hopefully as work on the site of St Leonard’s hospital, York, is 
published more comparisons may be made. 

Richards et al. note the absence in the excavation of the ditch and “great gates” recorded in 
1424 and suggest they might lie to the east in the unexcavated area (Richards et al., 1989, 
21). I would suggest that, when compared to other medieval hospitals (fig. 4), it appears that 
the chapel and altar may also lie in the unexcavated area, rather than in room H as Richards 
et al. suggest as a possibility, and as was suggested in Medieval Archaeology (Cherry 1973, 
173) which states the possibility of a chapel continuing in use at the east end into the Tudor 
period. 

The same written sources have been re-used in most of the literature on Union Terrace, 
however extensive study of York’s civic records might reveal further details about the 
hospital or the Pickering family. As there has been little written on the site since the site 
report that does more than summarise it, Union Terrace has the potential for further 
development and study of the finds available. It also could provide opportunities for 
interpretation previously unseen by the public. 
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Figure 4: “Comparative plans of medieval hospitals (cross=altar, C=chapel, H=hall): a, St 
Mary’s Hospital, Chichester; b, St John the Evangelist, Cirencester; c, St John the Baptist and 
the Evangelist, Sherborne; d, St John’s, Northampton; e, St Mary Magdalene, Glastonbury; f, 

St Mary in the Horsefair, York; g, St Anne’s, Ripon. Scale 1:500” (Richards et al., 1989, 20) 
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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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