
A proposal to ‘re-imagine’ digitally and in situ, the abbey church 
where King Alfred was buried  - the ‘Hyde Abbey King Alfred ‘ project

STARTING POINT

Between 1110 and 1539 Hyde Abbey 
was one of the glories of Winchester. 
It housed the remains of two Anglo-
Saxon Kings – Alfred the Great and 
Edward the Elder – and, thanks to 

its collection of important relics, it 
was a focus for pilgrims. Its library 
contained beautiful books and it was 
a centre for music and prayer.  Its 
‘mitred’ abbots were among the most 

important clerics in the land. And 
the abbey buildings – the church, 
the cloisters, the almoner’s hall, the 
abbot’s residence - constituted a large 
but delightful architectural treasure.

Bird’s eye impressions of Hyde Abbey by Nick McPherson

This all came to an end abruptly in 1539 when the 
abbey church was ‘dissolved’ as part of Henry VIII’s 
reformation of the English Church. All the principal 
buildings were demolished and the stone and wood 
materials were rapidly recycled across Winchester and 
the surrounding area. The abbey was effectively erased 
at an astonishing pace and little remained ‘above 
ground’ to show that the abbey had ever existed.   
In due course the area became so degraded that it was 
chosen as the site of a small prison – a bridewell – 
prompting William Cobbet, the famous polemicist, to 
comment in 1825:
“How am I to describe what I felt when I saw in Hyde 
Meadow, a county Bridewell, standing on the very 
spot , where stood the abbey which was founded and 
endowed by ALFRED, which contained the bones of 
that maker of the English name, and also those of the 
learned monk Saint Grimbald whom Alfred brought 
to England.”
In due course the Bridewell too was brought down 
and housing erected on some parts of the site. Despite 
being a place of national significance in the heritage of 
England the abbey precincts were in danger of being 
lost entirely. But that is now changing.

RE-DISCOVERING WHAT WAS LOST
A combination of recent excavations, the development 
of the Hyde Abbey Garden and media interest 
in Alfred the Great and his burial site creates an 
opportunity to ‘re-imagine’ the abbey for the benefit of 
local people and visitors. 

The challenge is to stimulate visitors’ imaginations  
so that they get a sense of the majesty which once 
covered this site between a car park and the former 
road to London.

THE VISION

Our VISION is to put in place an exciting 
infrastructure of information and interpretation around 
the site physically and digitally so that local people and 
visitors can engage with the abbey as it would have 
been at the height of its glory. The aim is to create an 
understanding of both Alfred and his legacy and the 
story of the abbey church in which he was buried and 
where his remains, almost certainly, still lie - scattered 
under the Hyde Abbey Garden. It will enable people 
to understand how Hyde fits into the bigger picture of 
Winchester’s major exhibition programme,’Kings & 
Scribes’.
For too long the site of Hyde Abbey has been 
overlooked. Now it can get the recognition it deserves. 

Plan of Hyde Abbey overlaid on to today’s street plan

Can recycled building materials, like these, from Hyde 
Abbey provide a clue to the original ‘architectural DNA’ 
of the abbey buildings?



ART WORKS

The installation of landmark 
INTERPRETATIVE ART/TECH 
WORKS  including 

- a wood-carved statue of 13th 
Century Abbot Aston (in the 
Hyde Gate Chamber), 

- an engraving on the glass door of 
the Hyde Gate Chamber, probably 
of the Alfred Jewel

- a large scale ‘bird’s-eye’ overview of 
the whole abbey site to be installed 
in the Gateway.

TIMING

The immediate goal is to have the 
beginnings of the project in place 
by the Autumn 2016 as part of 
the Hampshire Cultural Trust’s 
Royal Blood ‘Big Theme’ for 
2016. Thereafter it is intended that, 

under the management of Hyde900 
and supported by the University of 
Winchester and the Friends of Hyde 
Abbey Garden, it will continue to 
evolve and develop into the future.

This is an ambitious programme. It 
needs the support of local people. 
To register your interest please go to 
www.hyde900.org.uk and look for 
the ‘Hyde Abbey King Alfred project 
– Have Your Say’ 

The PLAN is that through the co-operation of HYDE900, The Friends of Hyde Abbey 
Garden, the University of Winchester, the Hampshire Cultural Trust and the local 
councils together with funding from the Heritage Lottery Fund it should be possible to 
develop a three-pronged strategy of information and interpretation:

DIGITAL  

• The establishment of a DIGITAL 

INFRASTRUCTURE to enable visitors to roam the 

site of the Hyde Abbey precincts with mobile devices 

and be provided with access to ‘site specific’ (historical 

and architectural) information. In the first instance 

this would be primarily the ten stage ‘Abbot Aston 

Abbey Tour’ presented by the figure of the 13th 

century abbot.

• The establishment of a distinctive WEBSITE which 

will provide a long-term focus for a wide variety of 

information and other materials relating to:

-  the story of King Alfred and his family within the context of 

Anglo-Saxon history in the ninth and tenth centuries

-  the story of Hyde Abbey (historically, architecturally and 

archaeologically) from its origins as New Minster, through 

the move to Hyde and the building of Hyde Abbey and its 

subsequent history up to the dissolution of the monastery 

and beyond.

PHYSICAL ‘IN SITU’

• The installation of a series of INFORMATION 

BOARDS around the precincts to provide overview 

information to interpret the site and its history. 

• The installation of a GLASS WALL for the south side 

of the Hyde Gate Chamber to secure and weather-

proof displays and events together with a light 

projection facility and a digital screen (also in the 

Chamber).

• The installation of simple DISPLAY FACILITIES in 

the Hyde Chamber for the exhibition of stonework 

and other artefacts from the abbey’s history.

• The creation of a MONASTIC HERBALIST 

GARDEN to be developed as a community project in 

conjunction with Hyde Abbey Garden

Lewes Priory Herb Garden © 2011, Tracy Anderson

13th Century Abbot Aston (Drawing by Alex Jones)

Engraving on the glass door of 
the Hyde Gate Chamber - The 
Alfred Jewel



Bringing the stones in the West Wall back to life
The wall alongside the road named 
Hyde Gate (the “West Wall”) on the 
northern edge of Winchester features 
a variety of stone reused from Hyde 
Abbey. The wall is located close to 
the western perimeter of the Hyde 
Abbey complex, and abuts the wall 
which formed the north side of the 
Almoner’s Hall.

The wall itself was built in the 20th 

century from stone and flint from the 
abbey complex, and may have come 
from the original perimeter wall.  
This used to be located about 20 
metres to the west of the current wall.

An app has been produced by the 
Digital Media Department of the 
University of Winchester to bring 
these stones back to life. Using a 
mobile device (eg tablet, smartphone 

etc) and a small image (a “QR code”) 
on an information board adjacent to 
the stone, the app converts the stone 
to a 3D image. Based on sketches 
of the architecture by Ross Lovett,  
the department has created a digital 
image of the architectural feature 
of an abbey building, The app can 
operate on a mobile device, personal 
computer or via the internet.

Embedded nook 
shaft stone 
Embedded nook shaft stones 
(named “whistle stones” by 
Hyde900) form part of a 
shaft or column. The straight 
projection would not have 
been visible, as it was used to 
tie the structure back into the 
main body of the wall. The 
tying-in end of the stone would 
be hidden in such a way as to 
create the illusion of the shaft 
being a freestanding structure.

The stones, carved both 
from Quarr and Caen stone, 
display a variety of different 
tooled finishes. Similar stones 
have been  found in Hyde, 
Micheldever, and Headbourne 
Worthy.

Similar stones can be seen in 
the ambulatory of Norwich 
Cathedral.

Voussoir with roll 
moulding   
The voussoir incorporates a roll 
moulding, and forms part of an 
arch of a window or doorway. 
The narrow width of the 
voussoir is indicative of an early 
date in the Norman period, but 
the style is common over much 
of the medieval period.

Decorative 
voussoir with 
fluted moulding 
This stone, sourced from Quarr 
on the Isle of Wight, would have  
formed part of a Norman arch 
as a  voussoir (a wedge shaped 
stone) of a doorway or window. 
Whilst the door or window itself 
would be narrow, the arch might 
have 12-14 feet wide by the time 
the masonry had been stepped 
out in several mouldings to take 
up the thickness of the wall. 
Although the fluted design is 
not of a particularly common 
style, the simplicity and boldness 
of the ornament is characteristic 
of the period.

Springer stone 
with lozenge and 
ball moulding 
This stone is known as a 
springer stone, and forms the 
lower end of the door arch. It 
has been reused in the wall in 
an upside down position. The 
decoration is known as a lozenge 
and ball moulding. 

It dates from Norman times and 
is cut from Quarr stone, from 
the Isle of Wight.

The west wall adjoining 
Hyde Gate looking north

A QR code which enables a 
mobile device to register a 
featured stone

The embedded nook shaft 
stones forming part of a 
column

Mobile device showing app 
in use

An embedded nook shaft stone with 
associated QR code in the wall adjoining 
Hyde Gate 

Voussoir, originally forming part of an 
arch, reused in an inverted position in the 
west wall, with associated QR code 

The sketch showing the stone as part of a 
column in the reveal of a building

The sketch shows the voussoir  (outlined in 
red) used in the archway of a door

The digital image of the doorway featuring 
the embedded shafts

The digital image of the doorway showing 
the voussoir forming part of the arch.

The decorative fluted voussoir stone with 
associated QR code in the wall adjoining 
Hyde Gate. It is in an inverted position  
as compared with its original position in 
an arch. 

Stone with lozenge and ball moulding 
reused in the west wall, with associated 
QR code.

Voussoir (outlined in red) when part of an 
arch of a doorway or window.

Sketch of the doorway featuring the ball 
and lozenge springer stone (outlined in 
red) and used to create the digital image

The digital image of the doorway showing 
the decorative voussoir forming part of 
the arch

The digital image of the doorway showing 
the springer stone at the conclusion of  
the arch.
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Introduction: neighbourhood archaeology
During building works at 8 Alswitha Terrace, King Alfred 
Place, Winchester, September 2009, an archaeological 
watching brief was carried out in the former grounds of 
Hyde Abbey. 

Hyde Abbey was a Benedictine monastery located outside 
the north walls of the ancient city of Winchester. In 1539, 
the abbey was dissolved followed by demolition. Only 
Hyde Abbey’s gatehouse and its parochial church, St. 
Bartholomew’s survive.

Since demolition the site has been disturbed by numerous 
phases of building the latest of which is the King Alfred 
Place development built in 1897. 

A significant archaeological investigation was carried out 
between 1995 and 1999 by the Winchester Museums 
Service which helped to reveal the plan of the abbey seen 
in this illustration.

The location of the site

The site of 8 Alswitha Terrace is about 45m east-north-east of the Hyde 
Abbey church. A cloister is believed to have been attached to the south 
side of the church. The location of this survey is on the north side of this 
cloister. Three trenches were dug during the watching brief. Two north-
south strip trenches were excavated, hand-dug to a depth of 1 metre. 
Trench 3, also hand-dug, comprised a 1 metre square trench but there were 
no significant finds.

Findings of trench diggings 

The diggings revealed a sequence of layers, the majority of which pertained 
to the demolition of Hyde Abbey in the 16th century. Beneath these layers 
structural remains of wall footings and a floor foundation were found. 
These appear to be the medieval 12th C wall footings (item numbers 20 
and 22 in trench 1 & 2 on the map above) of the north side of the abbey 
cloister. This wall fits with the plan and layout of Hyde Abbey postulated by 
Graham Scobie (who was director of the excavation of the abbey church), 
although the orientation has a slight angle with the line of the inner 
north cloister wall on this plan. This may be explained by some unknown 
deviance of orientation of the cloister with regard to the main church. 

The overlying rubble layers directly associated with the demolition and 
systematic stripping of materials from the site of Hyde Abbey at the time 
of the dissolution in 1538/9 (represented by layers 8 to 13 in Trench 2). 
The division between layers is very distinctive, suggesting distinct activities 
during the demolition period.

Artefacts from the trenches of  
8 Alswitha Terrace: floor tiles  

Fragments of floor tiles found in the demolition layers at Alswitha Road 
are shown above. Most fragments do not show much patterning but do 
show glazing. One corner of a tile shows a Fleur de lys motif above roundel. 
This is known as a two-colour tile. More complete tiles of this type have 
been found elsewhere on the Hyde Abbey site.

Reconstruction of how Hyde Abbey 
cloisters may have looked in 13th C

Origin of the foundation stones  
Foundation Ashlar 
The blockwork that makes up the majority 
of stones in medieval buildings such as Hyde 
Abbey are roughly hewn or where appropriate 
carefully dressed and more accurately squared. 
The more formal and carefully dressed 
blockwork is often referred to as Ashlar. 
The piece on display in the photo immediately 
to the left fits in to the latter group and 
displays a finely tooled finish.  This particular 
block is hewn of Caen stone. It was found 
in trench 1 in the back garden of 8 Alswitha 
Terrace. The block was found below ground 
level along with two others of similar size and 
appearance (blocks seen together in the photo 

to the left). The blocks 
had been lain purposefully 
and seemed to form part 
of a wall foundation.
It seems unlikely that the 
mason who produced 
these stones would have 
gone to the trouble of 
finishing them so carefully 
if they were intended to be 
hidden away beneath the 
ground. Most probably the 
blocks had come from an 
earlier phase of building 
and at some point during 
the history of the abbey, 
had been reused as 
foundations.

Two-colour  floor tiles and Hyde Abbey  

Two-colour tiles were the most popular and 
widespread decorated medieval tile. The 
surface decoration was mostly applied as  
white clay on a red clay body. Two-colour tiles 
were usually glazed with the clearest lead  
glaze available that resulted in a brown and 
yellow tile.

The origin of two-colour decoration is not 
known, but it may have been developed in 
both France and England in the second 
quarter of the thirteenth century.

These lions and griffins formed two of the 
most popular motifs in the later 13th C and 
continued into the 14th C. They, are known 
in many variant forms from sites as far away as 

north Wales, Lincolnshire and Devon as well as over the whole of Wessex. 
Examples can be found in Winchester College, Winchester Cathedral, 
Romsey Abbey, Titchfield Abbey and Clarendon Palace, near Salisbury.

Limestone masonry from medieval 
wall foundations (22) in Trench 1

Clarendon Palace 

Ashlar block used in used in cloister wall 

Titchfield Abbey

Possible cloister tiling at Hyde Abbey 

Clarendon Palace floor tile patterns. The floor of 
Hyde Abbey cloisters could have looked something 
like this. 

This 14th century tile fragment from 
Hyde Abbey depicting the back half of a 
lion.  Height 130mm 

Corner of floor tile (16-18mm 
thick.) with inlaid decoration 
(two-coloured tile). Splashed 
green glaze on the top of one 
side, otherwise unglazed. fleur 
de lys corner motif above a 
roundel. 

19mm (3/4“) thick orange tile 
with light grey core and dark 
green lead glaze. 

Near complete tile. (119mm, 
‘square’), orange-brown with 
uneven dark green lead glaze. 

Part of (21mm thick) orange/
dirty cream tile. Lightly splashed 
green lead glaze 

Part of 40mm (1 ½”) thick 
orange-red with bright green 
(viridian) lead glazed surface. 

8 Alswitha Terrace 

‘Thanks to Winchester City Council, Winchester Museum Services and Hampshire Cultural 
Trust for providing some of the tile information.



How was Hyde Abbey Built?
Sources of stone to build Hyde Abbey
Winchester does not have a good local building 
stone. It lies on the Chalk is a soft friable limestone 
not generally suited to large scale building. 

When the Old and New minsters were built in Saxon 
times the major source of building stone was oolitic 
limestone from the area of Bath.

After the Norman conquest, a new and abundant 
source of easily transported stone had to be found 
to supply the large quantities of stone needed for the 
new Cathedral. Transport would preferably be by 
boat as this was much less costly. 

A good building stone was found on the north coast 
of the Isle of Wight in the area of Binstead between 
Fishbourne and Ryde. This stone was used to build 
a part of Winchester cathedral, Chichester cathedral 
and probably some of Hyde Abbey in the 11th C. 

In the middle of the 12th century, Caen stone, from 
Normandy in France was imported and was used in 
many cathedrals and abbeys, including Winchester 
Cathedral. This stone was used in later remodelling 
of Hyde Abbey.

Quarry methods: getting the stone out
There are few medieval illustrations of stone extraction. We do know 
that since ancient times the extraction of blocks of stone has been 
carried out using the natural lines of weakness (fractures) in beds of 
rock.

Heavy mallets, levers, crowbars and lines of wedges were used to split 
the rock vertically and horizontally. Large blocks were then reduced 
by further splitting to a size convenient for transport. The master 
mason may have sent templates to the quarry, so that the blocks were 
finished before transport. This had the advantage of less bulk to 
transport.

Quarr stone quarries  
Isle of Wight
There seems to have been 2 main types of stone from 
Binstead. Featherbed stone (Quarr stone proper) is a pale-
grey or buff freshwater limestone composed of abraded shell 
fragments. Binstead stone is a limestone of lesser quality. 
Quarr stone was probably worked out by the mid 12th C. 

There is no documentary evidence as to how the stone 
was transported from the quarries to the waiting ships. 
But it seems likely that the blocks were taken straight 
to the shoreline or to Wootton Creek. There is some 
archaeological evidence for wooden structures dated as 
Saxon on the foreshore where jetties may have been built.

Getting the stone to Winchester: Transport by water 
The first stage of the journey to Winchester would 
have been by ship across the Solent.  The stone would 
have been loaded on the ship by a wooden crane. 
Lifting devices such as the windlass crane shown in the 
image could have been used although it is not certain 
if they existed in the early 12th C. Medieval examples 
of windlasses survive at Tewkesbury Abbey and 
Salisbury Cathedral, and one dating from the 13th C at 
Peterborough Cathedral.  In the early 12th C a typical 
ship design used to transport cargo was the Knarr. 
These ships were modelled on Viking cargo ships. 
Wrecks of such vessels have been found in Denmark. 

Similar ships were also used for the Normans invasion 
of 1066, and are depicted on the Bayeux Tapestry.  The 
largest Danish ship was a about 16.3m long (53 ft) and 
4.6m broad (15 ft) with a draft of 1.27m (50 in). It 
could carry a cargo of 13.6 tonnes (15 tons) filling over 
30 cubic meters (more than 40 cubic yards). Compared 
with a Viking long ship the Knarr had very high sides, 
and a bow and stern that were very full and rounded, 
increasing its cargo capacity. The shallow draft of the 
Knarr whilst being a disadvantage for ocean voyaging 
was advantageous for navigating shallow coastal areas 
and rivers.

Passage up the river Itchen 
As the ship entered the mouth of the river Itchen, the crew 
would have seen the walled city of Southampton on the left. It 
is not known how far stone could be transported up the Itchen 
beyond Bitterne in 1100. There is archaeological evidence that 
a canal was build from Bitterne to Stoneham in the 10th-11th 
C, but there is no archaeological evidence for a canal above this 
point. Some believe that Stone was brought all the way up the 
river Itchen to Winchester by barge when the Cathedral was 
built in the 11th C, but there is no clear cut evidence.

At the end of the l2th C Godfrey de Lucy, Bishop of 
Winchester, had the authority and the intention to make the 
river fully navigable, from Northam to Alresford, allegedly by 
charter from King John; whether he did so or not is unknown. 
Based on current knowledge  in early medieval times stone from 
the Isle of Wight was probably brought by boat to Bitterne or 
Stoneham and then transferred to carts for road transport.

The road from Bitterne Manor to Winchester
When the ships bearing the stone reached the point 
on the Itchen where it was no longer navigable, the 
stone may  have been off loaded for road transport.

 The Romans built a straight road from the tidal 
apex of the Itchen at Bitterne Manor to Winchester. 
Analysis of the itineraries of king John, Edward I 

and Edward II appears to show that the route from 
Southampton to Winchester was well used for royal 
journeys between the years 1199-1327. It seems likely 
that this route utilized the old roman road, and that 
it could have been the same route to transport stone 
in 11th and 12th C.

How was stone transported over 
land?
Unlike ships, where there is plenty of archaeological evidence 
for their design and construction from preserved wrecks, land 
vehicles are manly known from illustrations or manuscripts or 
written documentary descriptions. Several types of vehicle are 
mentioned in early medieval literature denoted by various names 
not used today.  It is not always easy to know the exact design 
and construction of these vehicles and sometimes two different 
names could be the same type of vehicle. 
limited documentary evidence from the 11th and  12th C  
suggests that the most common vehicles used for road transport 
were carts, presumed to have two-wheels. Documents also 
indicate that even at this early date they were often hauled by 
horses.  But larger, heavier carts were probably hauled by oxen. 

Locations of major medieval stone suppliers 

Medieval illustration of 
men quarrying 

Medieval ink drawing of Men levering stone Men using sledgehammers to 
bang in wedges to split stone 

Rock showing a pattern of natural fractures 

Location of quarries in the Isle of Wight 

topographic-map.com

Visualization of how a quarry might have looked 

A medieval ship being loaded at a jetty

Map showing the location of Bitterne Manor Walled medieval Southampton 

Roman roads from Winchester 

Cart and oxen, from calendar 1st half 11th C Visualization of horse and cart on Roman road 

Cart and horses, 1340 

From ‘Building the Great Cathedrals’ M. A. Erlande-Brandenburg.
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Illustrations from John langdon’s ‘Horses, Oxen and technological innovation fig 10 and 14 (originals in British library)

One of the few medieval illustrations of stone extraction: 
French illumination from the late 15th century’ from a 
paper by storemyr et.al., 2010 in a book ‘Restoration of 
Nidaros Cathedral’ by Bjorlykke et al 


