The present house of Reigate Priory is the product of over
400 years of development. It is difficult to find clear evidence
of the early stages of its creation out of the medieval priory,
but a series of wealthy owners invested a great deal in the
house and gardens.
However, during the restoration some interesting
archaeological results came from a trial trench through the
tarmac surface of the former tennis courts and the nearby
excavation of an area that has now become the Pavilion
Café. These showed that the area had been developed in a
number of stages from the medieval period onwards. The
interest and importance of this posed a problem for the
original restoration plans, which would have destroyed all
the below ground evidence. Fortunately it was possible to
preserve it for the future by modifying the building plans.
The buildings that have been identified from the trenches
include the hexagonal brick foundations of a dovecote, and
brick staddles to support the suspended floor of a rickstand
for hay, with the object of keeping out vermin. The function
of other structures is less easy to determine, but they include
a large square building, another with a brick vaulted cellar,
and a well burnt hearth of greensand blocks
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The culvert may be a late 18th Century feature, but most of
the other structures are definitely earlier and belong to the
earlier 18th or 17th centuries. They can, however, be related
very well to the plan of around 1770.
Richard Ireland may have given his name to the plan, but it
is clear that the elegant landscape it shows was created by
the previous owners, the Parsons, during the first half of the
18th Century. Ireland’s motive for the survey was to provide
a firm basis for the extensive alterations that he is known to
have carried out soon afterwards.

The trial trench excavation across the former tennis court was just
wide enough to reveal two sides of the hexagonal brick dovecote.

Excavation of the area of the Pavilion.
There is also a substantial part of a large quernstone. This
may suggest that activities such as baking and brewing were
occurring here. A large brick culvert seems to have drained
water from the area of the main Priory building to feed the
lake.

Sources:
Surrey County
Archaeological Unit

Archaeology

The Current
Priory House

Restoration
The restoration of Reigate Priory Park to its Victorian design
was only one stage in the park’s long and complex story. Some
of the earlier history lies buried under the ground. During the
restoration archaeologists were able to examine these areas more
closely and provided information that helped to link together
earlier records of this area.

The Medieval
Religious House
The most interesting evidence relates to the Augustinian Priory
that was founded in the early 13th Century, initially as a hospital
but subsequently as a house for regular canons.
The Priory always seems to have been a very small house, the
numbers of canons often falling below six. Like many religious
houses it was dissolved by Henry VIII in 1536, and granted to the
Howard family. There is a strong tradition that part of the Priory
was converted into a new residence, which was subsequently
developed and extended to form the present building, housing the
school.
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The service trenches were only around 30cm wide and dug by
machine. Close archaeological supervision allowed features to be
identified quickly and carefully.

The plan above shows all the stone foundations and burials that
have been seen at the site. It is not possible to fill all of them into
a clear plan. Some may be earlier or later than the main phase of
medieval building.
It is almost certain that the present building overlies the kitchen/
refectory range of the monastic establishment. The whole building
is in the standard monastic layout, with ranges of buildings
grouped around a central garth, or garden. achieved with the
church to the south.

Thanks to the restoration archaeologists have now been able to
discover that there was a substantial building, aligned east-west,
within which there were a number of burials. There can be no
doubt that this is the medieval Priory church. Other walls show
that this was linked by other buildings (east and west ranges)
to the south side of the Priory. A trench revealed these juvenile
burials. It seems likely that they were children of citizens of the
town, for whom burial in the monastic cloister would have been
a symbol of status.

This picture shows the walls of the original Priory Church. The
present building in the background follows the course of the
former refectory range, while the projecting wings to either side
reflect the location of the east and west ranges of the medieval
cloister.

Excavation of the area of the Pavilion shows the 18th Century
brick culvert leading towards the lake and the former precinct
wall of the medieval priory.

