Under the Floor of
Cameley Church

Fiona Medland, John Samways and John Oswin
Bath and Counties Archaeological Society
2019

2

Abstract
The 12th century church of St James in Cameley was investigated to ascertain if there was a crypt or vault beneath the aisle.
A single resistivity profile was run the length of the aisle on a day in September 2019. The results were clear and showed
only shallow burials and no large voids.
A further profile was run outside the church on the north side but nothing was found but footings.
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iv

Preface
The 12th century church of St James Cameley is set in a fold of the Mendip hills, in the valley of the river Cam. It escaped restoration by the
Victorians and is an unspoilt gem. Inside are fabulous wall paintings from the twelfth to seventeenth century. There are medieval benches as well
as Georgian pews, an early 17thC pulpit and two galleries from 1711 and 1819.The nave walls lean slightly outwards and the flagstone floor
slopes gently downhill. Its fixtures and fittings are a delightful mixture of periods which gives a wonderful and warm atmosphere. The church
has been associated with the Rees-Mogg family for two or three hundred years even though they are a Roman Catholic family. Many of the
family are buried in the churchyard, but it was believed that there was a family vault within the church.
Poet John Betjeman described St James’ as a “Rip Van Winkle’s church” – asleep for centuries and virtually untouched.
During recent geophysics at The Roman Baths, John Oswin had experimented with resistivity through stone floors and found it worked well.
This could be the answer to discovering what lies beneath buildings without being intrusively dug.
This document is in landscape format as that allows better displays of the profiles.

Acknowledgements
Friends of Cameley church for their interest in what is under the floor
Churches Conservation Trust for allowing the survey
John Oswin for his continued support of all things geophysical
John Samways for his extra help and knowledge.
Ordnance survey (OS) maps © Crown copyright

v

1

Introduction

1.1

Location

The Church is at Cameley, Bath and North-East Somerset (BathNES), grid reference ST 610 576, approximately 15 km south of Bristol. It is
perched on the south side of the valley of the Cam Brook, which flows eastward south of Bath and into the River Avon. The bench mark on the
chancel door is 359.0 feet (109.3 m) above Ordnance Datum (OD).

Figure 1.1

Location map
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1.2

Dates

Wednesday 4th September 2019

1.3

Personnel

John Oswin
John Samways
Fiona Medland

1.4

Background to the survey

Rumour was that there was a Mogg family vault/crypt under the aisle, but no one knew if there really was. Resistivity profiling was a much
easier answer to digging up the floor!
This profiling method using wet sacking as a contact medium had been first used by Bath and Counties Archaeological Society (BACAS) in the
Roman Baths, Bath in 2018 and 2019, and had also recently been used successfully in Westwood Church in Wiltshire.

1.5

Scope

This report only covers the results of two profiles, one taken inside the church and one taken just outside to the north. Some comparison work
undertaken for scientific reasons will not be included here but will be reported in a separate discussion paper.
This document has been produced in landscape format, as this allows the profiles to be displayed at a larger scale than does portrait format.
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Method

The need of the survey was to be able to image through the floor of the church. This was achieved using Resistivity Profiling (otherwise known
as electrical resistivity tomography, ERT). The principal problem was obtaining good contact between the probes and the stone floor. This was
done by holding each probe in an inverted, pierced plastic tumbler and placing a piece of wet sacking between probe and floor. There was a need
to ensure the sacking kept wet. Figure 2.1 shows probes in tumblers. The contact method proved successful throughout the church. Figure 2.2
shows the profile in progress in the church. Figure 2.3 shows the outside.
The zero probe was placed on the floor immediately next to the dais which holds the altar. This is a raised wooden platform so could not be used
in the profile. With 32 probes at 0.5 m interval, this took a line to 15.5 m, exactly the length to the vestry partition under the tower arch. The line
ran to the south of centre down the body of the church to avoid the font at the west end. 8 lines of data were taken to give depths down to 2 m.
It was too dark inside the church to use the dumpy level, height was established by measuring floor level just inside the chancel door, next to the
bench mark. The floor was assumed to be level at 108.8 m OD, although there was a small step up of some 5 cm at 13.5 m, by the font.
The measurement was also repeated using a Frobisher resistance meter for scientific comparison of data. This comparison will be part of a
separate discussion paper and will not be discussed further here.
A line with 1 m spacing was established outside the church just by the south wall. This line of 31 m started at zero by an ornate grave stone, with
the east wall of the chancel occurring at 5 m, the nave starting at 10.5 m, the tower arch at 23-25 m and the north-west tower buttress at 27-28 m.
The profiling used a TR/CIA resistance meter connected to the probe sets via a proprietary distribution panel. The data were downloaded and
converted using TR proprietary software and analysed using the full version of RES2DINV v3.71.112.
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Figure 2.1

Probe contact method
Figure 2.2

Profiling inside the church

4

Figure 2.3

Probe line outside the church, to the north. The line starts with point zero right next to the leaning grave stone.
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Results

The profile inside the church is shown in figure 3.1. It started with zero against the altar step. Note that the altar is mounted on wooden staging,
with an air gap under, which makes profiling impossible. There was a small step up at 13.5 m, next to the font, but this has not been shown in the
results. The profile line ended at 15.5 m, exactly against the vestry screen.

Figure 3.1.

Electrical resistivity profile inside the church.
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The area at the very east end of the profile appears to be very high resistivity. This may relate to the construction of the church or may possibly
be an anomaly in measurement. The low-number probes were well wetted and were allowed a long time to establish good contact. There is a
small cavity just under the chancel arch. This may contain caskets belonging to The Reverend Seccombe and his wife, who were buried in 1796.
Alternatively, it could be part of the church structure.
The major cavity runs from 8 to 11.5 m. This is under the aisle, and it is assumed that extends south under the Rees-Mogg box pew, but that is
mounted on wooden staging too, so is beyond profiling. Note that it only extends to a depth of 1 m, so may not count as a true vault, but it is of
sufficient size to contain several coffins. The very high resistivity suggests that it is a void and has not been backfilled with soil.
High resistivity at 14 m could be an end-effect, but more likely represents the footings of the tower arch.
The stone flooring appears to be so thin that it does not show in the profile, and that there is earth directly below the stones at points where there
is no cavity.
Figure 3.2 shows the outside profile, which ran as closely as possible against the north wall of the church. Note that this is a 31 m long profile,
using one metre spacing between probes, as it had less requirement for fine detail. The line started for convenience of re-location at a grave stone
a little to the east of the church, and ended a few metres beyond the western tower buttress.
The church footings show from 5 m as a shallow spread of high resistance. Heights have been put in, using the bench mark on the chancel door
jamb as reference. The levels indicate that the floor level is above ground level on the north side of the church. Note that the ground slopes
gently to the north to the church yard wall, and then precipitously beyond the wall.
The ground is low resistivity, much lower than under the church floor, although there is some sign of harder, drier material below 3 m depth.
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Figure 3.2.

Profile taken outside the church alongside the north wall.

Figure 3.3 shows the two profiles in spatial comparison to each other. The dashed line on the outside profile represents the church floor level. It
can be seen that this is above ground level on the north side, although it is generally below ground level on the south side.
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Figure 3.3. Comparison of
internal and external profiles
at Cameley Church. Note that
each has a separate resistivity
scale, values inside the church
being much higher. The
dashed line represents the
height of the church floor.
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Comment and Conclusions

There is a small cavity under floor near the chancel arch. The major cavity is mid way along the nave next to the Rees Mogg family box pew.
This, however, is only approximately one metre deep, so may not count fully as a vault. The stone floor seems otherwise to be laid directly on to
the soil.
The results of the survey demonstrate that resistivity profiling can be carried out successfully on a stone floor in a church provided the probes are
supported and wet sacking is used to make good electrical contact to the flags. The method cannot be used on wooden staging, carpeting or over
iron heating grilles. It also requires a full length of profile, 15.5 m with half-metre probe spacing. The floor was just sufficiently long to allow
this profile.
Cameley is the second church to be surveyed by this method. Survey at Westwood in Wiltshire produced results of a similar calibre. Similar
methods have been tried and reported in the literature before, but using a more elaborate probe design and contact medium. The advantage found
in these two surveys is the use of existing probes with the simplest, most commonplace, support and electrical contact of probes.
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