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Illus 10 Development of the area of Stow manorial estate since the medieval period
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The evidence of the documentary records outlined above suggests that a number of
buildings might be expected to form components of a manorial complex here. The proximity of
the Bishop’s House to the church suggests that the former was part of, or attached to, the estate
centre, although the forms of the other buildings involved can only be conjectured. Apart from
chambers maintained for the archbishops, a building to house the officials would be expected,
and a safe building for the security of money. There would be a tithe barn for tithes of hay and
corn, and a stockyard or foldyard for the assembling of tithe lambs and calves, and for rents paid
in animal kind. The church would have acted as chapel to the manor, and the vicar or chaplain
would also have had a residence. All these buildings could have lain in the area of the Bishop’s
House, and their number begs the question of what exactly was the Bishop’s House. Clearly it
could have been, or been built on the site of, any of the residential structures mentioned above
and the name Bishop’s House, even if it reflects an accurate tradition that the manorial site was
here, need mean only that this building was the one survivor from the later phases of that site.
What specifically the building had been within the complex might have been no more known to
the people who called it the Bishop’s House than it is today.

In the surviving structure itself, the nature of the dividing wall indicated that it may
originally have been part of a larger building, and that the earlier (western) part of the house may
have formed a wing of a larger hall. The form of the western gable end, with its modified stack
arrangement, indicates that the fireplace was initially on the first floor, with the ground floor
forming an undercroft.

A second phase of building is evident in the western gable, in which the main first-floor
fireplace was covered over and a new, ground-floor fireplace was constructed. This made the
ground floor of the western end of the house into living accommodation for the first time. Around
the same time, the eastern room was constructed, with its single phase stack. This large stack was
clearly designed to provide a kitchen-type fireplace on the ground floor. The new fireplace in the
western room was smaller and had splayed jambs, designed to direct heat into the room,
indicating that this was the living room or ‘best’ room.

Later, probably in the 18th century, the fireplace in the eastern room was modified. A
smaller fireplace was created, less suitable for cooking, with highly splayed jambs. Only at this
late stage is there associated stratigraphic evidence to accompany the structural evidence. The
surviving floor joist trenches indicate that a wooden floor was inserted, and the walls were re-
plastered, as part of the same programme of modifications. It appears likely that these structural
alterations mark an exchange of roles between the two rooms of the house, with the western room
becoming the kitchen and the eastern room becoming the living accommodation at this point.
The western room probably had an earth or stone floor at this time, but no trace of it has survived
due to late 18th- or 19th-century ground-lowering work, which took place after a fire had
damaged the eastern end of the house.

After suffering the fire damage, the house became derelict and part of its west room was
used as accommodation for livestock. Pottery evidence indicates that the ruins of the house were
used as a rubbish dump from around 1850 onwards.

CONCLUSIONS

The now ruined church of Stow, and its immediate surrounding area, is clearly a site of great
archaeological potential. The place-name evidence may carry the evidence for Stow’s ecclesiastical
importance back to the period of Northumbrian supremacy. The investigation of the Bishop’s
House has enabled a detailed sequence of post-medieval structural episodes to be reconstructed
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from the surviving remains, although, unfortunately, almost all of the associated archaeological
deposits proved to be missing as a consequence of later work. The surviving deposits and
associated finds provide a window on the 17th- to late 18th-century occupation of the area.

The discovery of a broad, cobble-lined ditch to the south of the house, possibly representing
part of the boundary of a large manorial complex, must be one of the most valuable pieces of
evidence to have arisen from the excavation. Although the ditch remains undated, its size is
perhaps an indicator of the importance of the manorial complex here, and its discovery may help
to define the spatial limits of the complex. Evidence for precisely what function the Bishop’s
House may have performed within the estate remains elusive, but this investigation has enabled
the detailed interpretation of the surviving remains and provided the impetus for detailed
historical research on the episcopal property.
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