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1. Summary 

Brief 

Mayday Saxonvale commissioned this report in support of an application for planning consent for 

redevelopment of the Saxonvale Site in Frome for mixed use – residential, commercial, educational, 

and recreational.  The report provides an assessment of the known historic structures on the site, 

based on readily available sources and with very limited site access.  Assessment is provided in the 

context of an existing ‘live’ planning application published on Mendip Council’s website.  

Site Setting & Context 

The Saxonvale site lies to the east of the historic core of the town.  Sources on Frome’s history often 

cite the extent of historic buildings – Frome has more listed buildings than any other town in Somerset, 

some 373.  Although there is only one listed building on the Saxonvale site – the grade II listed Silk 

Mill – there are non-designated historic structures, notably boundary walls that contribute significantly 

to the historic character of the place. 

 

The Merchants Barton area to the southwest of the site lies within an Area of High Archaeological 

Potential (AHAP) and partly within Frome Conservation Area.  Two grade II* listed buildings are in 

proximity to the Merchants Barton area – the Old (St John’s) Vicarage and St John’s Church.   The Old 

Vicarage shares a boundary wall with Merchants Barton lane and there are important historic views 

along the lane in both directions, looking toward the church from the lane and from Church Street 

(corner of the church site) into Merchants Barton.   

 

The setting of these two grade II* listed buildings and of the Silk Mill is vulnerable to damage by 

insensitive alteration.  As recognised by the designation of this area as an AHAP (Area of High 

Archaeological Potential), there is also a need for a programme of archaeological investigation to 

avoid damage to any buried remains that may survive.   

 

The presence of a spring in Merchants Barton (concealed under a manhole cover and not previously 

noted in other assessments) is of interest and should be investigated to determine its significance, 

which may be historical, archaeological as well as natural.  

Statutory Framework, Designated and Non-Designated Structures 

Conservation Area.  The boundary of the Saxonvale Site largely coincides with that of the Frome town 

conservation area on the north, west and southwest.  (See plan in Section 3)  

 

Designated (Listed) Structures.  The grade II listed Silk Mill of c.1823 and adjacent, disused industrial 

buildings (curtilage) occupy the southwest part of the site in the Merchants Barton area and sit within 

the Frome Town Conservation Area.   
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Non-designated Structures of Historic Interest.  Research has identified non-designated historic 

structures that require further investigation and recording; these are listed below in Section 5 

‘Assessment of the Site’. Among these is the substantial old boundary wall (OBW) which has not 

previously been identified in the site assessments published online.  An application for listing of this 

structure has been submitted to Historic England, to prevent demolition of this historic asset.  This 

application was rejected. 

 

Area of High Archaeological Potential (AHAP).   As noted under the previous heading, the Merchants 

Barton area to the southwest of the site lies within an AHAP. 

History and Development of the Site - Outline 

The history of Frome and the Saxonvale site is intrinsically connected with the River Frome and with 

the natural spring on the slope to the south of the river in the vicinity of St John’s Church.  Until 

recently, (mid-C20), the river meandered across the north side of the site.  As shown on a map of 

1940 it curved from the Town Bridge round the Blue House (grade I listed c.1726) extending southeast 

then turning back to join the straight (mill leat) section of river. 

 

An Archaeological Assessment of Frome (Extensive Urban Survey – EUS) of 2003 by Clare 

Gathercole (a joint English Heritage / Somerset County Council publication) is the most 

comprehensive published assessment of the archaeology of Frome.  It highlights the lack of 

information available about Frome’s early development, the pre-Conquest Saxon settlement, and the 

medieval town.  The site of the early monastic (Saxon) settlement remains unknown but is likely to be 

in the vicinity of the later Norman church, vestiges of which are visible in the masonry fabric of St 

John’s Church.  Consequently, there is considerable potential for the discovery of significant 

archaeological remains in the area around St John’s Church including Merchants Barton, as flagged 

by the AHAP designation.    

 

In summary, evidence for the early development of Frome town centre, including the Saxonvale site, is 

limited and the area has not previously been subject to systematic archaeological investigation and 

analysis.  The overall picture of the site that emerges from published sources reflects the wider 

development of Frome town:  expansion from the central, early Saxon and Norman core centred on St 

John’s church, into surrounding areas and along the river, with the growth of industry through the post-

medieval period, notably the principal early town industry - woollen textiles.   

 

The lack of archaeological investigation on the Saxonvale site means that little is known, with any 

certainty, about its pre-industrial history and use, and this is the case also for the south boundary, 

the vicinity of the historic structures that extend from Merchants Barton east to the large garden 

wall (OBW) described above. 

North Section of Site and River Frome 

The north part of the site, and the meandering river Frome, was historically separated from the gently 

sloping area to the south by the old boundary wall (OBW).  The southern area of the Saxonvale site 

remains green, in contrast to the ‘brownfield’ section to the north which was progressively developed 

for industrial use, from the early C19 and construction of the Silk Mill, through to the end of the C20.  

 

The tithe map and list of c.1840 provides evidence of land use adjacent to the river, for small-scale 

agricultural activity, with plots attributed to various tenants.  Prior to diversion of the river’s course and 

development of the northern section of the site, the aspect of the site as depicted in historic prints was 
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pastoral.   Historic views (prints) of the C19 from the river looking south toward the town show open 

agricultural land in proximity to the winding river, with the Silk and other mill buildings clustered on the 

slope in front of St John’s Church, alongside domestic buildings.  

 

One of these C19 prints reproduced below presents a pastoral view of the site with the substantial 

boundary wall (OBW) featuring prominently alongside the Silk Mill.  The tall boundary wall is 

contiguous with the extant boundary (retaining) wall which lies between the Silk Mill and the grade II** 

listed Vicarage, and marks the border of the Conservation Area in this area of the site. 

 

Around the mid-C20 the river Frome was confined to its present course (which is described in several 

sources as a mill leat, serving the town mill), and the meandering riverbed was infilled to permit 

industrial development.   

C20 Industrial Development 

Industrial development of the northern section of the site continued through the twentieth century and 

industrial activity ceased relatively recently.  The industrial heritage of the site has been overlooked, 

despite Frome Museum having exhibitions and extensive records documenting this phase of use.  

Two companies operating on the site were major employers in Frome and made a significant 

contribution to the national war (WWII) effort.   

 

These two companies are Beswicks (later acquired by another company Cooper Bussman - the 

world’s largest manufacturer of fuses) which expanded into the east area of the Saxonvale site and 

finally moved production to China c.2000; and Notts Industries, manufacturer of Carley life floats and 

buoyant apparatus and later of sheet metal (pressings).  By the late 1950s the Notts had the largest 

shop in the West of England engaged in production of metal tools (parts and pressings). 

Merchants Barton Area 

The picture for the southwest section of the site located on the slope above the river, in proximity to 

the former Vicarage and St John’s Church (Merchants Barton area) is more complex and difficult to 

unravel completely, due, in part, to a lack of previous archaeological investigation and recording.  No 

records have been found of the historic buildings demolished during redevelopment in the latter half of 

the C20 when the new Saxonvale Road cut through Church Street 

 

This entailed demolition of the historic Marchants Barton House (dated 1650 by a decorative plaster 

ceiling that was salvaged and moved to Bradford-on-Avon) and extensive alteration and rebuilding at 

the corner junction of Church and Vicarage Streets.  The nature of structures demolished to 

accommodate the current municipal car park on this corner between St John’s Church and St John’s 

(Bennett) Hall (former church school) is uncertain.  It is unlikely that records exist; demolition pre-dates 

introduction of historic building protection and the need to mitigate damage and loss of historic assets. 

South section of Site – Enclosed area to East of Grade II* Vicarage 

Historic maps and sale records (of Longleat Estate) held in Frome Museum indicate that until recently, 

this undeveloped area to the south of the site and east of the Grade II* listed Vicarage was enclosed 

by boundary walls on all sides for small-scale agricultural use (for garden / orchard cultivation).  

Historic maps show this area was linked to Vicarage Street by a narrow passageway, defined by 

boundary walls of stone masonry.  The area may have formed part of a designed landscape (walled 

garden), the c.1750 rebuilding of the Old Vicarage House and landscaping by Dr Lionel Seaman, Lord 

of the Manor of Frome Vicarage and Vicar (of St John’s Church), which was described in a 
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contemporary poem by Samuel Bowden as a rational (classical) re-ordering of an ancient (chaotic, 

ruinous) monastic site.   

 

Archives that may hold documents (court rolls, historic maps, land holding records) have been closed 

due to Covid; these include the private archives of Longleat Estate and the Church.  It is anticipated 

these may yield significant information about the history of this part of the site and links with the Manor 

of Frome Vicarage and Longleat Estate.   

Assessment of the Site, its Historic Assets 

Setting and Impact of Redevelopment on Protected Buildings and AHAP 

In general, based on the planning documents for the Acorn / Nash scheme published online (Mendip 

Council site), it seems that the historic assets on the Saxonvale Site have not been given due 

consideration in line with National Planning Policy Framework (NPPF) guidance.  The setting of the 

protected buildings that border on the development site needs proper consideration to avoid adverse 

impact and damage in line with National Planning Policy Framework (NPPF) guidance.   

 

The grade II* listed buildings on the border of the site (Old Vicarage and St John’s Church), as well as 

the listed building on the site (Silk Mill), are all within the Frome Conservation Area and form an 

important part of the historic core of the town.  The impact of proposed redevelopment (as published 

online) has not been systematically analysed and the physical and visual impact of the proposed 

changes on the setting of the Conservation Area boundary wall and protected buildings in proximity is 

unclear. 

 

A programme of archaeological investigation, including trial trenches to determine the extent and 

nature of remains that may survive above and below ground, is essential prior to any redevelopment 

within an Area of High Archaeological Potential (AHAP).  Across the site, although it has been 

assumed that industrial development has destroyed or disturbed any archaeological deposits that may 

survive, this has not been determined by systematic investigation. 

 

Assessment is required of the section of boundary wall along Merchants Barton lane where a timber 

shuttered opening at ground level gives access to concealed building remains – vaulted chambers and 

arches.  These previously unreported historic building remains are of considerable interest. 

Non-designated Historic Buildings  

NPPF requires that non-designated historic buildings be identified, and their loss or damage mitigated 

in proposals for redevelopment.  In the case of the Saxonvale site, the old boundary wall (OBW) was 

overlooked, possibly due to extensive plant growth concealing the structure and the lack of public 

access.  It is apparently to be demolished, as part of the ‘live’ planning application (scheme published 

online), although it has not been included on the list of structures for demolition. 

 

Three non-designated historic buildings have been lost on the Saxonvale site since 2006 without 

recording, including a large mill building lost to fire (suspected arson).  Where redevelopment will 

entail damage or loss of a non-designated structure, this should be mitigated by recording and 

potentially by other measures, such as salvage and re-use of building materials, such as stone and 

bricks in suitable condition.   
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As already reported in the Cotwold Archaeology assessment, published on Mendip Planning site, 

known and potential non-designated remains on the site include the alluvial deposits along the River 

Frome (archaeological and palaeoenvironmental evidence); medieval remains; and post-medieval and 

modern building foundations. 

 

Non-designated structures of evident or potential historic interest identified during research for this 

report, which require further investigation to understand their significance include the following: 

 

a. Remains of boundary wall extending along east side of Saxonvale Road (apparently formerly part 
of rear, service area of Marchants Barton House?) 

b. Remains of single storey building (apparently a domestic service building, possibly entrance to a 
coach house, again apparently associated with / a later extension to Marchants Barton House?), 
L-shaped in plan, facing onto Merchants Barton lane. (Building K on plan in Figure 2 below) 

c. Old boundary wall (OBW) to south of site, on the slope to south and east of the Silk Mill 

d. Other boundary walls to south, sloping section of site, forming an enclosed cultivated area 
(garden / orchard) previously linked to Vicarage Street by a passageway / foothpath, and 
reportedly (local oral sources) in communal use until this part of the site was sold by the Longleat 
Estate in the first half of C20. 

North (‘Industrial’) Section of Site and River Frome 

Only the C19 phase of industrial use has been recognised, in the grade II listed status of the Silk Mill.  

The significance of the industrial buildings in this section of the site has been overlooked.  The Notts 

Industries “Press” buildings of the mid-C20 have important associations with an industry that is of 

local, regional, and arguably national importance.  Notts contributed substantially to the national 

(WWII) effort when the company produced life-saving floats and subsequently operated the largest 

press shop in the west of England.   

 

Nott’s Industries and Beswicks were major employers in Frome and extensive records exist in Frome 

Museum of the factory buildings and workers’ experiences.  This aspect of the Saxonvale site – its 

C20 industrial (including wartime) heritage has received insufficient consideration.  This reflects the 

wider situation of industrial heritage assets, which are among those most at risk of damage and loss.  

Recommendations 

The redevelopment of the Saxonvale site presents a rare opportunity to investigate, understand and 

preserve the heritage assets on the site and to integrate previously overlooked historic structures in a 

way that enhances their significance and historic setting. 

 

Non-designated structures have been identified that are of local and regional (and in some cases - 

notably the old boundary wall - OBW) arguably of national historic interest.  Such buildings should be 

sensitively and creatively integrated into redevelopment schemes for several reasons, including:  

 

a. to protect and enhance the historic environment, which is associated with wider cultural, 
educational, recreational benefits, both for local residents, and the general public  
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b. to encourage interest and engagement in the local historic environment, to engender a “sense of 
place”, care, and protection of this environment 

c. to ensure that local building traditions and styles are not lost; loss of historic building fabric along 
with contemporary “generic” designs that have no connection to their locality, erodes these local 
traditions  

d. as part of the national commitment to reduce carbon emissions (achieve carbon neutral status) – 
retention and re-use of structures (and salvage of historic building materials with embodied 
carbon content, such as stone and brick) is consistent with the national aim of carbon reduction  

Gaps in Knowledge: Further Research and Site Investigation 

Further investigation and importantly site inspection is needed to determine the heritage significance 

and value of the non-designated historic structures listed above.  Site inspection is essential to survey 

and record all the historic structures (designated and non-designated) on the site. 

 

Further research, including searches of private archives (Longleat Estate, St John’s Church, to date 

inaccessible due to the Covid pandemic) is required to understand the history of land ownership and 

the value and significance of historic structures identified on the site.  There are apparently links 

between the non-designated structures on the Saxonvale site listed above, notably the Old Boundary 

Wall, and the adjacent historic buildings (grade II* listed St John’s Church and Old Vicarage, the 

Bennett Centre).   Research is needed into these connections, to understand the significance of the 

substantial boundary wall, its origin and association with the historic Manor of Frome Vicarage and the 

Longleat Estate.  Much land in this area, including the “Garden” to the east of the Old Vicarage, 

enclosed on the north by the Old Boundary Wall, was apparently acquired with other land by Sir John 

Thynne (founder of Longleat Estate when he acquired the monastic church land in the C16 after the 

Reformation).  The “Garden” plot was sold in the first half of the C20 according to Longleat Estate sale 

records held in Frome Museum. 

Programme of Archaeological Investigation 

As identified in the Cotswold Archaeology assessment published online (Mendip planning website), a 

programme of archaeological investigation should be designed to assess the potential for all parts of 

the site to yield significant information about the history of the site, with a focus on the AHAP.  This 

should include trial trenches where redevelopment entails any excavation, ground disturbance. 

 

The Merchants Barton area has high potential to yield remains of considerable archaeological and 

historical interest.  The boundary wall along Merchants Barton exhibits intriguing anomalies and 

evidence of alteration and integration of earlier structures.  This is notable especially in the tall section 

of the boundary wall which is integral with the house located between the Old Vicarage and the 

Bennett Centre.  The asymmetric and acute roof lines are characteristic of earlier buildings.  It is 

reported locally that the shuttered opening at ground level provides access to remains of 

stonemasonry arches.  These need to be investigated and the date of any concealed architectural 

detail assessed.  There is the possibility of remains of earlier church (or monastic) buildings surviving 

in this aera; the location of the Saxon monastery founded by St Aldhelm is unknown. 

Retention of Historic Structures 

Retention of historic structures is recommended, including the non-designated ones noted above.  

These buildings enhance the historic setting and character of the site.  Their loss (notably b. the 

remains of the ‘Corner Building’ K on plan and c. old boundary wall (OBW) listed above under ‘Non-
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designated Structures’ would have an adverse visual impact.  In the case b. and the western section 

of the OBW their loss would result in damage to the historic setting of the Conservation Area within an 

Area of High Archaeological Potential (AHAP). 

Outstanding (Reserved) Matters 

Proposed (reserved) matters for further negotiation with all stakeholders (and for submission for 
statutory – listed building - consent and comment by national amenities societies) should include: 
 

• Methods of repair and alteration.  Methods of repair and alteration of historic and protected 

structures, including notably stone and brick masonry, should be set out for approval, to ensure a 

good standard of work and preserve the historic fabric.  This is important for any work at the 

interface with protected historic buildings (the Silk Mill and its curtilage, and structures (including 

retaining wall / curtilage of grade II* listed former Vicarage, and on the history masonry boundary 

wall, which also forms part of the Conservation Area boundary. 

• Programme of Archaeological Investigation.  A programme of work should be provided, which 

would assess the potential for all parts of the site to yield significant information about the history 

of the site, with a focus on the AHAP.  This should include trial trenches where redevelopment 

entails any excavation, ground disturbance. 
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2. Brief and Context 

Brief 

Mayday Saxonvale commissioned this assessment of the historic buildings on the Saxonvale Site in 

support of an application for planning consent for redevelopment of the site as an extension of the 

town centre, for residential, commercial, educational, and recreational use.  The intention is for some 

buildings, either new or historic, to be held and operated as ‘community assets.’ 

 

This report provides a broad heritage assessment of the site, with a focus on the extant, visible historic 

structures, as far as possible based on readily available sources, and with very limited access to the 

site.  It attempts to identify significant gaps in knowledge of the history and development of the site, 

notably where other sources of information exist but have not so far been investigated. 

 

The potential for concealed (buried) archaeological remains is touched on briefly, with reference to the 

existing archaeological assessment by Cotswold Archaeology submitted as part of the planning pre-

application proposal (by Acorn / Nash), which is published on the Mendip Council website.  See 

https://publicaccess.mendip.gov.uk/online-applications for all documents. 

 

Note: this report is based on documents accessible online and downloaded at 18 May 2021; others 

published more recently have not been reviewed.  

 

Context  

Reference is made to the existing ‘live’ planning application for redevelopment of the Saxonvale site, 

which is published online, on the Mendip Council website, with outstanding (reserved) matters, to be 

resolved and negotiated.   

 

There have been several proposals for redevelopment of the Saxonvale site since industrial use (by 

Beswicks / Cooper Bussman) ended c.2002.  Proposals have generated controversy and various 

articles in the local and regional press feature views in opposition to the proposed Acorn / Nash 

scheme.  See for example Civic Society Focus, Spring 2004 (in collection of Frome Museum, L2336) 

which presents the view of Frome Civic Society and Frome Society for Local Study, two groups that 

merged to share resources and focus efforts on reviewing proposals for redevelopment in Frome. 

 

The Acorn / Nash application includes supporting specialist reports: assessments of the archaeology 

of the site and the condition of structures, the design and access statement (DAS) and other 

documents that outline or entail demolition of selected structures, including non-designated historic 

structures.  

 

The archaeological assessment by Cotswold Archaeology published as part of this ‘live’ planning 

application focussed on the potential for buried archaeological remains.  It states that “direct impacts 

https://publicaccess.mendip.gov.uk/online-applications
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on built heritage within the Site are excluded from this report”; and “A detailed historic building 

assessment has not been undertaken as part of this report.”   

 

The Cotswold report identified known and potential non-designated archaeological remains within the 

site, which require further investigation, as follows: 

• Archaeological and palaeoenvironmental evidence within the alluvial deposits along the River 

Frome; 

• Medieval remains; and 

• Post-medieval and modern building foundations 

The Cotswold report concluded: “on the basis of previous investigations and this assessment, that 

whilst a degree of disturbance to the potential buried archaeological resource may have occurred as a 

result of previous development (and that in certain areas this disturbance may have been quite 

substantial), it is possible that archaeological remains survive the Site. The extensive made ground is 

likely to represent the stabilisation of the Site following the removal of the former watercourse. This 

indicates the potential for sealed archaeological deposits throughout the Site.”   

Statutory Framework 

Statutory designation of heritage assets on the Saxonvale site is outlined below in Section 3 under the 

relevant form of protection. 

Site Description in Context 

The Saxonvale site extends out to the east and down the slope to the River Frome, from the natural 

rock outcrop upon which St John’s Church was built.  Natural springs are a significant feature of this 

area centred on the church and are generally understood to have attracted early human occupation 

and settlement for both religious and practical reasons.   

 

The natural spring on the church site feeds the basin at the foot of the Church Steps and the open 

channel where water flows down Cheap Street.  There is also a spring on the Saxonvale site located 

in close proximity to St John’s Church, in Merchants Barton, the lane that leads from Saxonvale Road 

to the Silk Mill.  The spring is concealed under a manhole cover and appears to flow down the slope 

under Building K (former Abattoir and remains of Marchants Barton house at corner of Saxonvale and 

Church Streets.  The origin of the spring and its exact course are uncertain. 

 

The underlying geology in this area is of the Jurassic period, largely of limestone.  Historic quarries are 

shown on maps in adjacent areas, including to the east of the site near the railway line.  

 

Orientation and Referencing Structures 

The site lies in the centre of Frome, to the east of the Market Place and in proximity to St John’s 

Church, the site of which was central to the historical development of the town.  The location and 

boundary of the Saxonvale site is shown below in Figure 1 below.  On the west and east sides, the 

site boundary mainly follows the new roads built in the mid- 20th century – Saxonvale Road on the 

west and Garsdale Road (to the east).  To the north the boundary follows the line of the River Frome.  

To the south the boundary follows the line of historic boundary walls including the historic boundary 
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wall (and Conservation Area boundary) along Merchants Barton Lane. (See Figures 1 and 2 below for 

site plan and key to identifying buildings). 

 

Prior to construction of Saxonvale and extension of Garsdale (Garston) Roads in the C20, access to 

the site was via Merchants Barton or from the pedestrian junction at upper Vicarage Street between 

nos. 10&11. 

 

Structures are referenced in the site plan below by the letter designation used in the Avalon Planning 

documentation produced as part of the Mayday Saxonvale planning submission, with cross-

referencing to existing Acorn / Nash / Stantec / Demolition plan names and numbers, where relevant. 

Old Boundary Wall (OBW) 

Research and site survey (including 3D aerial scanning by other specialist) has revealed the full extent 

and potential significance of the boundary wall extending from Church Street along Merchants Barton 

lane, which also acts as a retaining wall for the Old (St John’s) Vicarage, and enclosed the ‘Garden 

Grounds’ beyond to the east.  The wall is shown on plan below and labelled by location – Western 

Section (on south side of Merchants Barton lane), Central Section (also the retaining wall of the grade 

II* St John’s Vicarage garden); East Section (boundary wall to north side of Garden Grounds); and 

South Section. 

 

An online application has been made to Historic England by Avalon Planning & Heritage to list the old 

boundary wall (dated 14 October 2021, ref. 1477476) and protect it from demolition.  This application 

was unsuccessful.  However, investigations are ongoing, and the boundary wall is considered to be an 

appropriate candidate for protection.  

 

Site Access and Limitations to Scope of Work 

This report provides an overview, not a comprehensive or detailed assessment of the structures of 

historic interest on the site.  Site inspections were carried out on 18 April and 8 May 2021.  The site 

owner, Mendip District Council, has not permitted access to Mayday Saxonvale consultants.  

Consequently, access was largely limited to external inspection from public roads in most areas, apart 

from in the southwest (Merchants Barton) sector of the site in the vicinity of the Silk Mill, where close 

range access was possible.  No inspections of building interiors were possible, apart from within the 

Silk Mill.  The site is currently enclosed within security fencing preventing access to any buildings apart 

from the Silk Mill. 

 

Consequently, this report is based on accessible sources including those available online and 

published accounts of the history of Frome, principally those noted in the following paragraphs.  

Further inspection and assessment is required, when access is possible, to provide a full picture of the 

historic structures on the site. 

North site boundary – River Frome 

This report specifically excludes the northern part of the site in the vicinity of the River Frome.  It was 

not possible to view this area due to lack of site access and very limited visibility.  It is understood that 

this part of the site along the River Frome will remain wooded in any redevelopment scheme, 

minimising impact on the Conservation Area to the north and views along Willow Vale. 
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Sources and Gaps in Understanding of the Site 

This report is based almost entirely on secondary published sources listed in Section 6.  Some primary 

sources were consulted at Frome Museum.  The principal sources are listed below: 

 

• Books published under the auspices of the Frome Society for Local Study by the historians Peter 

Belham and Michael McGarvie as listed in the last Section under “Sources”. 

 

• The most comprehensive archaeological assessment of Frome is by Clare Gathercole (a joint 

English Heritage / Somerset County Council, Extensive Urban Survey_EUS, 2003) - An 

Archaeological Assessment of Frome.  This highlights the relative lack of systematic 

archaeological investigation within the town and the consequent dearth of information about 

Frome’s earlier history, in the medieval and pre-Conquest periods.  She comments that “great 

interest will attach, therefore, to anything which sheds light on the relationship between the pre-

Conquest settlement and the medieval town.” 

 

• Somerset Historic Environment Record (HER)– accessed online with known heritage assets 

overlain on historic maps 

 

• Images have been gathered from various sources, including the Mayday Saxonvale organisation 

and online. 

Further Research – Primary Sources 

This assessment is based largely on secondary sources and further investigation of primary sources is 

required to fill gaps in understanding of the history of the Saxonvale Site.  It was not possible within 

the current scope of work and timescale to access historic documents which are understood to exist in 

private and public archives.  These include records of medieval and later landholdings of the Church 

(and the Manor of Frome Vicarage) and the Longleat Estate in Frome (currently closed to external 

researchers due to Covid), which are likely to yield significant information about the history of the 

Saxonvale site and links with the Church (and Cirencester Abbey – medieval landholder), as well as 

the Longleat Estate and its founder Sir John Thynne. 
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Figure 1  Saxonvale site (outlined in red) in context of Frome town centre, image from Google Earth, annotation by AK Architects Ltd 
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Figure 2  Site plan showing 
key buildings and Old 
Boundary Wall, annotation by 
and copyright Avalon Planning 
& Heritage 
 
 
See Key to Buildings on 
following page. 
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List of Buildings on Plan in Figure on Previous Page (Cross Referenced to numbers on Stantec / Demolition Plan): 

 

A – Nott’s Board Room & Metal Treatment Room (Building 2 on Stantec Plan) 

B – Bunker Building (Building 2 on Stantec Plan) 

C – No. 6 Vicarage Street 

D – The Bennett Centre (Formerly St John’s Church Hall / School) 

E – Beswick’s Eastern Warehouse (Building 2 on Stantec Plan) – fragmentary remains only, building lost to fire (suspected arson) in August 2008,  

F – Western Warehouse (Building 9 on Stantec Plan) 

G – Infill Building (Number 10 on Stantec Plan) 

H – Nott’s Industries Old Offices 

I – Western Warehouse North Side Lean-to (5 on Stantec Plan) 

J – Cloisters (Western Warehouse Concrete Lean-To (4 on Stantec Plan) 

K – Former Abattoir & Corner House (possibly serving the adjacent Marchants Barton House demolished c.1970 to accommodate the new Saxonvale road) 

L – Press Shops 1 & 2 (North West Warehouse, 6 on Stantec Plan) 

M – Nott’s Store (Northeast Warehouse, 7 on Stantec Plan) 

N – The Drawing Room (Western Warehouse Small Infill Extension, 3 on Stantec Plan) 
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3. Statutory Framework  

National Planning Policy Framework (NPPF) 

Proposals for redevelopment of the site need to be considered subject to the general guidance set out 

under the National Planning Policy Framework (NPPF). (see 

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/national-planning-policy-framework--2)  

 

Statutory designation of heritage assets on the Saxonvale site is outlined below under the relevant 

form of protection. 

Conservation Area 

Part of the Saxonvale site lies within Frome Conservation Area (Character Area 1 – Town Centre).   

This is a section to the southwest in proximity to St John’s Church and the Old Vicarage, commonly 

referred to as the Merchants Barton cluster after Marchants Barton House, which was dated 1650 and 

demolished c.1970.  (See Figure 2 above) 

 

The Conservation Area extends across a large part of Frome.  The part of the conservation area lying 

within the Saxonvale site is designated Character Area 1 – Frome Town. 

 

The Saxonvale site boundary coincides with the Conservation Area boundary in this southwest corner, 

following the line of historic boundary walls along Merchants Barton lane, including those labelled 

above in the site plan as Western and Middle Sections, as well as the boundary walls to the east of St 

John’s (the Old) Vicarage and those to the rear of houses fronting onto Vicarage Street. 

 

The structures which lie within both the Saxonvale site and the Conservation Area include those 

shown on the site plan above, as listed below with reference letters, where relevant: 

• A – Nott’s Board Room & Metal Treatment Room (Building 2 on Stantec Plan) – single storey 

lean-to structure built against the retaining wall (Old Boundary Wall – Middle Section) 

• B – Bunker Building (Building 2 on Stantec Plan)  

• E – Beswick’s Eastern Warehouse (Building 2 on Stantec Plan) – fragmentary remains only 

(building lost to fire, suspected arson) 

• F – Western Warehouse (Building 9 on Stantec Plan) 

• G – Infill Building (Number 10 on Stantec Plan) 

• H – Nott’s Industries Old Offices 

• N – The Drawing Room (Western Warehouse Small Infill Extension, 3 on Stantec Plan) 

• The Silk Mill 

• The Old Boundary Wall (OBW) – Western and Middle Sections (Eastern Section is outside 

Conservation Area) 

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/national-planning-policy-framework--2
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Designated (Protected, Listed) Heritage Assets 

The Silk Mill is listed grade II and adjoining structures are understood to fall within the curtilage of this 
building, to be “curtilage listed”, including structures labelled E, F, G, H, I, N, as shown on the site plan 
above. 
 
Demolition work to curtilage listed buildings should only be carried out subject to consent (normally 
listed building consent) to prevent damage to the retained fabric of the listed building. 

Non-designated Heritage Assets 

Buildings which are not designated heritage assets and not subject to statutory protection, but which 

are of historic interest include the following (listed in alphabetical order by reference letter given in 

Figure 2 above): 

 

• F – Western Warehouse (Building 9 on Stantec Plan) – this is a substantial industrial building; 

access was not possible for inspection and assessment; it is not separately listed but understood 

to be protected as part of Silk Mill curtilage 

• H – Nott’s Industries Old Offices – the part of this building adjacent to the Silk Mill remains visible 

for inspection and is of historic interest as a mill building and Silk Mill curtilage 

• K – Former Abattoir & Corner House (which apparently formed part of the adjacent Marchants 

Barton House, probably services buildings to this structure which was demolished c.1970 to 

accommodate the new Saxonvale road) – although much altered and truncated crudely at the 

west end, apparently when Saxonvale Road was built, the external masonry elevations of this 

building facing south and east into Merchants Barton lane are of historic interest.  This building 

sits within a cluster of listed buildings as shown in the site plan above.  Although much neglected 

and poorly maintained and altered, its stone masonry elevations enhance the historic streetscape 

in this area and contribute positively to the setting of the adjacent grade II Silk Mill building, the 

grade I listed St John’s Church and of the Frome Town Conservation Area.   

• L – Press Shops 1 & 2 (North West Warehouse, 6 on Stantec Plan) – not inspected due to lack of 

access; a large industrial mid-C20 metal framed building, having a characteristic corrugated roof 

profile at the north end 

• M – Nott’s Store (Northeast Warehouse, 7 on Stantec Plan) - not inspected due to lack of access; 

a large industrial mid-C20 metal framed building, having a characteristic corrugated roof profile  

 

In the case of the following buildings, it was not possible to properly assess their historic interest, due 

to lack of access or loss of fabric: 

• G – Infill Building (Number 10 on Stantec Plan)  

• I – Western Warehouse North Side Lean-to (5 on Stantec Plan) 

• Beswick’s Eastern Warehouse - E on plan above (Building 2 on Stantec Plan) was recently lost to 

fire (suspected arson) and there are fragmentary remains only of this building which was 

apparently partially demolished post fire.    

AHAP – Area of High Archaeological Potential 

The Merchants Barton section of the site, including both the Silk Mill and its curtilage structures 

(labelled E, F, G, H, I, N on Figure 2 above) and the “Corner House” (Building K on plan above), falls 

within an Area of High Archaeological Potential (AHAP).  This signifies that there is high probability of 
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archaeological remains below ground and any proposals that would potentially damage remains of 

historic interest above or below ground should be subject to archaeological investigation.   

Assessment of Heritage Assets – Historic England Guidance 

Historic England guidance documents outline the importance of local and regional historic assets and 

the value of retaining these in the context of redevelopment.  See notably the following HE guidance 

documents that apply in the context of the Saxonvale Site: 

• Historic England guidance document “Pillars of the Community: The Transfer of Local Authority 

Heritage Assets” (Historic England 2014) states that: “With reductions in public spending and the 

need to consider the increased costs of running an asset, more public bodies are working with 

community-based organisations to take on publicly owned land and buildings to enable them to 

stay in local control and be used for wider community benefit. Many of these are heritage assets – 

historic buildings, monuments, places or landscapes which have significance and are valued by 

the community.” 

• Local Heritage Listing: Identifying and Conserving Local Heritage. Historic England Advice Note 7 

(2nd ed). Swindon. Historic England 2021. This note provides the following guidance: “Local 

heritage lists provide a consistent and accountable way of identifying local heritage assets. 

Heritage assets identified in local heritage lists will be added to the Historic Environment Record 

(HER) and arrangements will need to be in place for updating the list, and therefore the HER, 

when heritage assets which are not on the list are identified, for example through the decision-

making process for planning applications. Local heritage lists should be published on local 

planning authorities’ websites (innovative ways of creating and maintaining lists are encouraged) 

and local planning authorities should be clear as to how the list will inform their decision-making 

on heritage assets.”   

• Neighbourhood Planning and the Historic Environment Historic England Advice Note 11 (HE, 

2018).  This guidance document outlines how “Non-designated heritage assets will have been 

identified by the local planning authority, and may be recorded on a ‘local list’ (see ‘Local Heritage 

Listing’ for more information) and contained in the Historic Environment Record [HER]. 

 

In the case of the Saxonvale site, the processes outlined in these Historic England guidance 

documents have not been followed.  

 

Further investigation and site inspection is required to properly assess the significance of the heritage 

remains on the site and their value in the terms set out by Historic England: Evidential, Communal, 

Aesthetic, Historic. (see Historic England, Conservation Principles, Policy and Guidance: For the 

Sustainable Management of the Historic Environment, 2015) 
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4. Understanding the Site, its History and Development  

Development of the Site – Historic Maps 

The development of the Saxonvale site is illustrated on the following pages using historic maps and 

aerial photographs, most of which are accessible online.  These include maps dating from c1840 (tithe 

map) onward.  It is understood that earlier maps exist, notably in the archives of Longleat House and 

possibly of the Church, and further research is needed to determine earlier landholdings and 

structures on the site.   

 

North section of site – Industrial Development 

Maps included below indicate that use of the site, in the area to the north in the vicinity of the river, 

was primarily agricultural prior to the C19.  The tithe map and list of c.1840 provides evidence of land 

use adjacent to the river, for small-scale agricultural activity, with plots attributed to various tenants.   

 

By the date of the earliest map reproduced here (1840 tithe map) the Silk Mill had been built and this 

part of the site (broadly the section to the north of the OBW – Old Boundary Wall - was progressively 

developed for industrial use throughout the C19 up to the end of the C20.   

 

During the C19 a substantial mill building was built adjacent (to the northeast) of the Silk Mill (F on 

plan in Figure 2), followed by another mill building oriented north-south (building E – lost to arson 

recently) and c.1900 an industrial building was built oriented roughly west-east, located to the 

northeast of building E.  This building of c.1900 has been lost, apparently during the early stages of 

site clearance for current redevelopment but was apparently a single storey structure. 

 

In the mid-C20 two large industrial buildings were added – those marked L and M on the site plan 

above – and these are still extant on the site.  It seems that the course of the river was altered around 

this time and the river bed infilled. 

 

Historic maps show that two footbridges previously linked the north and south sides of the river, one 

located on the Saxonvale site, in the vicinity of the (demolished) Town Mill, and the other near the 

Blue House.  Neither of these survives. 

 

Occasional flooding of the River Frome, recorded in historic photographs of various dates, apparently 

deterred construction in this low-lying area.  The nearby Town bridge was widened and rebuilt in 

c.1821 and its arches accommodate the diverging course of the river, with the main course flowing 

straight to the Town Mill and another winding round the Blue House and across this flat section of the 

site. 
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Figure 3 Tithe map of 1840, detail - screenshot of Somerset Historic Environment Record – 
HER (Note: all data provided on Somerset HER is for information only and must not be relied 
on for legal or planning related work) 
 

Tithe map of 1840 shows the historic street plan including Merchants Barton and Church Street 

though neither is labelled on the map.  St John’s Church is the larger building in black.  The Vicarage 

is on plot number 507 and the walled Garden to the east on plot number 505.  Numbered plots are 

listed separately with landowners and tenants – see the complete list at 

http://www.gomezsmart.myzen.co.uk/tax/frometas.htm.   

 

 

Figure 4 Tithe map of 1840 overlaid with later information - screenshot of Somerset Historic 
Environment Record – HER (Note: all data provided on Somerset HER is for information only 
and must not be relied on for legal or planning related work) 
 
Later information includes the conservation area (coloured green), area of high archaeological 
potential (AHAP), listed buildings (cross-hatched) and numbered records of various types.  

http://www.gomezsmart.myzen.co.uk/tax/frometas.htm
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Figure 5 Map of Frome, Historic 6 inch to 1 mile map of Frome, 1888-1913, screenshots 
(Source: https://www.archiuk.com/)  
 
Top – general view of Frome town; bottom – detail of area now designated the Saxonvale site and 
surroundings, with St John’s Church labelled Ch. and Vicarage labelled Vic. 
 

https://www.archiuk.com/
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Figure 6 OS map published 1889, 
screenshots from 
https://maps.nls.uk, copyright 
National Library of Scotland 
 
Top – General view of Frome town 
centre 
Bottom – detail of area now 
designated as Saxonvale site and 
surroundings including St John’s 
Church, the Vicarage, Frome River to 
the north, and Vicarage Street to the 
south 
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Figure 7 Detail of 
composite historic map 
(of 1886) produced by 
Frome Society for Local 
Studies (published 2011, 
with permission of 
National Library of 
Scotland)  
 
Note the shallow buttresses 
visible on the south face of 
the Old Boundary Wall and 
the large walled Garden to 
the east of the Vicarage laid 
out with footpaths and 
apparently connected to the 
Vicarage garden as 
Vicarage Street via a 
footpath 
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Maps on this page indicate little changed on the site between c.1904 and 1940.  Comparison with the 

earlier plan on the previous page shows very little development on the site going back to 1886.  The 

only additional structure is a long (presumably industrial) building oriented east-west adjacent to the 

meandering river Frome, which appears on the map of 1904 and is no longer extant. (See building 

circled in red on plan below)  The smaller building to the south of this structure (also circled in red), 

apparently a domestic structure, is of earlier date – it appears on the 1840 tithe map.  The date of this 

structure, also no longer extant, is unknown.  They both appear in a recent aerial photograph of 2006 

(see figure above) and were apparently demolished after this date. 

 
 

 
 
Figure 8 Detail of OS map of 1904 overlaid with Somerset HER data – screenshot  (Note: all data 
provided on Somerset HER is for information only and must not be relied on for legal or planning 
related work) 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Figure 9 Detail of OS 1910-1940 map overlaid with Somerset HER data – screenshot  (Note: all 
data provided on Somerset HER is for information only and must not be relied on for legal or planning 
related work) 
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Figure 10 Drawing dated 1948 of industrial buildings on Saxonvale site, source / copyright: 
Frome Museum, ref.D986 
Red arrow indicates location of historic building (apparently domestic – a house?) – see image below 
with red arrow for location in aerial view 
 

 
 
Figure 11 Aerial view of site, after construction of Saxonvale Road, source / copyright: Frome 
Museum reference number P2098  
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Figure 12 Aerial photo of Saxonvale site and surroundings, 2006, source: screenshot of 
Somerset Historic Environment Record – HER (Note: all data provided on Somerset HER is for 
information only and must not be relied on for legal or planning related work) 
 
The aerial photo above dating to 2006 is accessible on the Somerset Historic Environment Record.  

This indicates that some historic buildings (albeit non-designated ones) have been lost relatively 

recently, since the date this photograph was taken.  These are outlined in red in the aerial view above.   

 

The loss of the long north-south oriented mill building to fire (suspected arson) was reported in the 

local press in 2008.  It seems the other two historic buildings outlined in red in the view above were 

demolished relatively recently, since this 2006 photograph was taken.  These other two buildings were 

apparently a domestic building (a house, judging from the aerial view on the previous page, indicated 

by a red arrow, and on the following page) and a smaller single storey industrial building labelled the 

“Metal Workers Guild” in a plan of 1948 reproduced above. 

 

It seems all three of the historic buildings outlined in red in the view above have been lost without any 

attempt to record them.  This is the most basic mitigation strategy that should be employed when loss 

of historic buildings is unavoidable – to provide a record composed of drawn, written, and 

photographic elements. (See Historic England, Understanding Historic Buildings: A Guide to Good 

Recording Practice, 2016    
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Figure 13  Aerial view of 
site c.1950s prior to 
construction of 
Saxonvale Road, source 
/ copyright Frome 
Museum, ref. P4022 
 
Note historic buildings: 

− Marchants Barton 
House - visible to lower 
left of frame indicated 
with red arrow (no 
longer extant), with L-
shaped wing of Corner 
House (Building K, later 
used as Abattoir) which 
has survived; 

− Old Vicarage – listed 
grade II* in landscaped 
setting with mature trees 
and gardens 

− Historic House – to 
upper right of frame (see 
red arrow), with 
chimneys at ends, 
abutting Old Boundary 
Wall (lost post-2006?) 

− Old Boundary Wall to 
upper right 

− St John’s Church (grade 
II* listed) spire to lower 
left corner of frame 
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Old Boundary Wall  

This section provides images and a brief description of the Old Boundary Wall which separates the 
north (primarily industrial) area of the site from the southeast section which has remained 
undeveloped and green. 
 

 
 
Figure 14 Current view of the Old Boundary Wall looking south from Garsdale Road beyond 
timber site hoarding 
 
The Old Boundary Wall has previously been overlooked despite its considerable scale, possibly due to 
a combination of extensive plant growth concealing the structure (until recent site clearance) and 
limited public access. 
 
The boundary wall features prominently in a historic print, where the Old Vicarage is visible just behind 

it. (See Figure below) The print is an engraving by Kershaw & Sons, London, published in 24 Views of 

Shepton Mallet and Neighbourhood – see http://www.rareoldprints.com/z/7203.  The print – a view of 

Frome from near the river looking toward St John’s Church and mill buildings (including the silk mill) –  

is undated but can be approximately dated c.1850-80, in line with other prints of similar subjects held 

in the collection of the British Museum. 

 

Prior to mid-C20 alteration of the river course and development on the north side of the site, the 

aspect of the site as depicted in historic prints was pastoral.  These prints feature scenes of water 

meadows and agricultural land, albeit probably intended to look idyllic. 

 

Historic views (prints) of the C19 from the river looking south toward the town show open agricultural 

land in proximity to the winding river, with the Silk and other mill buildings clustered on the slope in 

front of St John’s Church, alongside domestic buildings.  

 

This tall boundary wall appears contiguous with the extant boundary (retaining) wall located between 

the Silk Mill and the grade II** listed Vicarage. (see plan above in Figure 2)  

http://www.rareoldprints.com/z/7203
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Figure 15 Historic print, of C19, pastoral view of the site with substantial old boundary wall  
 

(In the print above the old boundary wall is to left of image, with Old Vicarage directly behind the wall 

and St John’s Church, and Silk Mill buildings to the right of the wall.) 

 

The wall is a substantial stone masonry structure, standing to a considerable height, c.4metres tall, so 

that it remains visible now from Garsdale Road beyond the current site hoarding (see figure on 

previous page).  This wall (labelled in site plan above as “Eastern Section”) appears on the historic 

maps of Frome on the Somerset Historic Environment Record (HER).  The maps can be overlaid in 

sequence for the period covered on the HER site, c.1840s to 1940s, and all show the wall in the same 

position, allowing for minor inaccuracies typical for maps of this date.   

 

Close range site inspection of this wall is necessary, as well as further research.  The masonry 

materials and construction details, including the stone type (source) and the use of unworked 

rubble or dressed ashlar blocks, are likely to shed light on the origin of the wall, its date of original 

construction and subsequent alterations.  The locally quarried limestone is typically hard and 

difficult to dress.  Historically, more workable stone, such as Bath or Doulting, was brought to 

Frome for dressed stone masonry work. (see R D Goodall, The Buildings of Frome, 2013 ch.1, 

pp.5-11) 
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Dating of this wall has not been possible based on research so far but it could potentially be 

contemporary with the rebuilding of the Vicarage in the 1740s, or earlier.  Vicarage Street is 

among the earliest streets in Frome, its name first documented in 1392 and derived from 

association with the Manor of Frome Vicarage, which held property along this early road.  (M 

McGarvie, Frome Street and Place-Names: their Origin and Meaning,  Frome Society for Local 

Study, 2017, p6)  

 

Michael McGarvie (Book of Frome, 2013, pp.102ff) provides an outline account of the building of 

the Vicarage (now listed grade II*) by Dr Lionel Seaman, Lord of the Manor and Vicar (of St John’s 

Church).  Work began on the house in 1744, on a site, in the words of the contemporary poet 

Samuel Bowden, “where late an old monastic structure stood, in ruins clad”.  Bowden’s poem To 

the Reverend Mr Lionel Seaman, M A on his building a new Vicarage House at Frome (see 

https://allpoetry.com/To-the-Reverend-Mr.-Lionel-Seaman,-M.A) celebrates completion of the 

house, contrasting the disarray and dilapidation of the ruins with the order and beauty of the new 

building in romantic terms, for example: 

 

As when the weary traveller, with surprize, 

Sees sudden verdure in the desart rise; 

Thus midst the waste the beauteous pile appears, 

And mocks the spoil of time, the wreck of years. 

 

The poem also mentions a new Gymnasium (school) close by the new vicarage, finished 

apparently around the same time as the Vicarage and apparently on the same site as the existing 

St John’s Hall / Bennett centre (school): 

 

Close by the pile, where stood the antient hall, 

A new Gymnasium rears its humbler wall. 

Religion thus, with learning in her eye, 

Together rise—and shall together die. 

 

The 1888 town plan of Frome (accessible on Somerset HER site) clearly shows a walled garden 

laid out with footpaths connecting it to both the Old (St John’s) Vicarage and Vicarage Street.  The 

access from Vicarage Street is via a walled passageway.  The passageway is shown on the maps 

on the SWHT HER from c.1840 up to c.1950s.  There was reportedly a covenant on this land, 

protecting it as an open green space, until the land was sold sometime in the mid-C20, apparently 

by the Longleat Estate.  

 

Manor of Frome Vicarage & Longleat Estate 

Published sources on the history of Frome outline broadly how land in the centre of Frome passed 

from the church (latterly Cirencester Abbey) into the hands of Sir John Thynne (founder of Longleat 

Estate) in the aftermath of the Dissolution of the Monasteries. 

 

Documents in the collection of Frome Museum provide valuable clues to historic landownership in this 

part of the town.  These include transcriptions of Manor of Frome Vicarage Court Rolls 1496-1501; 

1634-1703, with interpretive notes (Frome Museum, Ref. D3624).  According to these notes, lands of 

the Vicarial Glebe consisted of approx. 78 acres in 1832, in 3 groups: 1. two tenements in Catherine 

Street including the building eventually occupied by the Cockey Iron Foundry; 2. Twelve tenements in 

Vicarage Street (on the north side both west and east of the Old Vicarage); and 3. Cottages on the 

Portway.  Accompanying these notes is a rough sketch of the area, including St John’s Church and 

https://allpoetry.com/To-the-Reverend-Mr.-Lionel-Seaman,-M.A
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the southern section of the Saxonvale site, which highlights the Old Boundary Wall (OBW) and labels 

this as dividing the Manor of Frome Vicarage from the Rectory Manor (West Woodlands). 

 

The Museum also holds C20 sale records of the Longleat Estate.  One of these sale catalogues 

(dated 1919) clearly shows the Garden Grounds (located to the east of the Vicarage) as Lot 34 on a 

map.  (Frome Museum, ref.D12762)  The accompanying description in the auction catalogue 

describes the plot as “A Very Valuable Plot of Productive and Walled-in Garden Land, Situated near 

the Vicarage, and approached from Vicarage Street.” 

 

Further research of primary documents is needed to establish historic ownership of the land in the 

southern section of the site, to confirm where the boundary of Church (and Manor of Frome Vicarage) 

land, which historically included the grade II* listed Vicarage (see Figure 2 for location) .   This should 

include a search of records of the Longleat Estate.  Sir John Thynne purchased church land in Frome 

in the mid-sixteenth century following the Dissolution of the Monasteries and established the Longleat 

Estate.  Court rolls (records of court sessions) of various manors belonging to Sir John Thynne are 

held in the Longleat Archive.  It is understood that early estate maps of Frome also survive in the 

Longleat archive.  These have not been accessible due to Covid. 
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Figure 16 Views of old boundary wall (“East section”) to east of former Vicarage 
 

Top – view of north side of wall at opening (which was apparently inserted relatively recently) and 

Bottom – South side of wall, illustrating construction with shallow pilaster buttresses and regular 

dressed and coursed stone masonry which contrasts with the rubble masonry walls elsewhere on the 

site    
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Merchants Barton Area – Images and Brief Description 

 

This area of the Saxonvale site falls within the part of Frome designated as an Area of High 

Archaeological Potential (AHAP), which means there is has a high potential for remains of historical 

significance to be found.  See figure below – area shaded red is within the AHAP. 

 

 

Figure 17 Merchants Barton area of site – detail of town plan of 1888 overlaid with Somerset 
HER data – screenshot  (Note: all data provided on Somerset HER is for information only and 
must not be relied on for legal or planning related work) 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 18 East side of Corner House (K on site plan) with St John’s Church spire in 
background 
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Figure 19 Historic boundary wall located to east side of Saxonvale Road  
 
This is the surviving section of a boundary wall which formed part of the rear enclosure around a 
central open courtyard to what appears to have been a service wing adjacent to Marchants Barton 
house.  The wall appears on c.1840 and subsequent maps but may be earlier. 
 

 
 
Figure 20 Part elevation of Corner House, K on site plan, facing south into Merchants Barton 
lane. 
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The Corner House (building K in previous image) appears to have served as a service wing (date 

uncertain) for Marchants Barton House.  Marchants Barton House was dated c.1650 by a decorative 

plaster ceiling which was removed to Bradford on Avon when the house was demolished c.1970 to 

accommodate construction of the new Saxonvale Road and municipal car park on the corner of 

Church Street.  No records of the House were found during research for this report. 

 

This blocked opening visible in the elevation above was apparently the entrance to a coach house 

[subsequently blocked] and stable / service yard to the demolished Marchants Barton House.  See 

historic maps and later aerial view reproduced above which show the area at the back enclosed by a 

boundary wall; see also the previous image of a section of this boundary wall which survives along the 

east side of Saxonvale Road. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 21 Blue plaque on boundary wall in Merchants Barton commemorating Lady Alice 
Seeley Harris (1870-1970)  
 

Installed by the Frome Society for Local Study and Civic Society the plaque commemorates  Lady 

Alice Seeley Harris, who was a missionary, photographer and activist who campaigned to bring 

colonial atrocities in the Congo to public attention 
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Figure 22 Significant historic views along Merchants Barton Lane (within the AHAP)  
 

Top – view from Merchants Barton toward St John’s Church; bottom – looking from Church Street 

toward the Silk Mill 

Historic streetscapes, views, and the building fabric of the boundary wall (Conservation area 
boundary) are vulnerable to damage and loss by insensitive redevelopment. 
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Figure 23 to left  – view along 
Merchants Barton toward St 
John’s Church, illustrating the 
high walls and narrow lane which 
create the historic character of 
this part of the site 
 
 
Figure 24 Above – view of 
Merchants Barton lane from the 
municipal car park at the corner of 
Church Street 
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Figure 25 – above – view of old 
boundary wall along Merchants 
Barton lane 
 
This high wall separates the Old 
Vicarage and other buildings located 
in this area to the north side of 
Vicarage Street which are historically 
linked with St John’s Church (these  
include the building seen here behind 
the boundary wall – apparently now a 
dwelling - and the Bennett Centre, 
also previously known as St John’s 
Church Hall or School). 
 
Figure 26 – to left – view of old 
boundary wall with Old Vicarage 
behind (on left) 
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Figure 27 Views of the boundary wall along Merchants Barton 
 
These views illustrate the scale and nature of the boundary wall.  Structures on the Old (St John’s) 
Vicarage site form an integral part of (are built into) the boundary wall suggesting they were grafted 
onto an earlier structure(s).  Anomalous features require further investigation – these include the 
ground level opening seen in the wall (top image – see red arrow for location), the acutely and 
asymmetrically sloping roof pitches and other evidence of extensive alteration and rebuilding.  The 
shuttered opening gives access to concealed and previously unreported historic building remains – 
vaulted chambers with arched openings, which urgently require investigation and dating. 
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Figure 28 Plaque on 27/28 Vicarage Street (located opposite the Vicarage) recording the 
historic association with the ancient (medieval) Manor of Frome Vicarage 
 

 
 

Figure 29 Early C16 door to passageway recessed within façade on Vicarage Street, located 
opposite the Vicarage 
 

The Merchants Barton cluster of buildings has the potential to yield significant historic information.  

The historical links these buildings have with St John’s Church needs further investigation.  The 

location of the Saxon / medieval monastery is yet to be established.  Most sources refer to the current 

site of St John’s Church and the likelihood that the earlier Saxon / Norman monastery was in this 

vicinity but no physical evidence has been found. 
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Figure 30 – View across the northern section of the site – Mill Building F and C20 Press 
buildings with St John’s Church spire in background 
 

 

 
 

Figure 31 View of Mill Building F – east elevation with ruined remains of historic structure 
(stone and brick masonry) in foreground 
 

The building remains in the foreground above are apparently of Building E – the mill building lost to fire 

in August 2008.  (Source: Frome Times, 8 August 2008,  ‘Old Silk Mill Goes up in Flames’, in 

collection of Frome Museum.  The article reports the Beswick building was known as “The Old Mill”, 

built in 1841 to produce hosiery. The article also reports that Beswicks moved to Frome in 1939 to 

avoid the risk of bombing and were the world’s largest fuse manufacturer.  Fuse production continued 

on the Saxonvale site for some 60 years until c.2000 when the Bussman company moved production 

to China. 
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Archaeological Potential of the Saxonvale Site 
 

The lack of archaeological investigation on the Saxonvale site means that little is known, with any 

certainty, about its pre-industrial history and use, and this is the case also for the south boundary, 

the vicinity of the historic structures that extend from Merchants Barton east to the large garden 

wall described above. 

 

The 2003 archaeological assessment of Frome by Clare Gathercole (a joint English Heritage / 

Somerset County Council publication) - An Archaeological Assessment of Frome (Extensive Urban 

Survey_EUS, 2003) highlights the lack of archaeological information available about the early 

historical development of Frome, the pre-Conquest settlement and the medieval town, and the 

potential for archaeological investigation, as follows (p.14), as follows:   

 

“The details of the development of the urban settlement at Frome in the Saxon and 

even the medieval periods are not well understood. The possible limits of medieval 

development shown here are not based on detailed documentary research, but on 

post-medieval maps which naturally show the situation after the great expansion of 

Frome in that period: they are therefore conjectural. Proper assessment of the date 

and character of occupation in the town centre will require archaeological information 

which is not yet available.” And on page 38: 

 

“Frome was also one of the more important pre-Conquest settlements in Somerset. 

Yet very little is known archaeologically: even the sites of the monastery and the 

adjacent occupation remain to be established. Great interest will attach, therefore, to 

anything which sheds light on the relationship between the pre-Conquest settlement 

and the medieval town.”   

 

The redevelopment of the Saxonvale site presents a rare opportunity to investigate, understand and 

preserve the heritage assets on the site and to integrate previously overlooked historic structures in a 

way that enhances their significance. 
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