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Chapter 1 

What is a Sawpit? 

 

Sawpits are generally regarded as a low-tech, sometimes expedient response to a 

need to process timber, either in the forest where it is felled or in timber yards. A 

sawpit is, at its most basic, a hole or depression in the ground, usually between 4 

and 6 feet wide, 5 to 6 feet deep and 14 to 15 feet long. A log to be sawn into planks 

is fixed securely over the pit, and one man stands atop the log and another in the pit 

underneath. They each hold one end of a specially designed long pit saw, and 

between them they can then saw the log into planks with the bottom man providing 

all the downward cutting force and the top man pulling the saw up again and guiding 

the line of the cut. 

Functionally, however, there are two main types of sawpit. There are ephemeral or 

temporary pits, dug as they are needed in the woods in order to process a large tree 

or log which, once felled, proved to be too large for transport to a yard or craftsman‘s 

workshop. This type of pit could also have been used to produce items needed on 

the spot or in the immediate vicinity — for example, a supply of fence posts or rails 

for the local landowner. This type of pit was dug straight out of the woodland soil in 

the open air, maybe roughly shored with timbers for safety, floored with offcuts or 

cordage, and then abandoned when the sawing work was complete. It is possible 

that woodland pits could have been cleaned up and re-used in successive years, but 

they were very much a seasonal and expedient phenomenon. 

The second type of pit is permanent, dug and constructed out of stone or brickwork in 

a craftsman‘s yard. Wheelwrights, undertakers, timber yards, builders, carpenters — 

all had need of timber which could be processed on site, cut to their own or to 

customers‘ specific shapes or designs. These men required a sawpit which could be 

used year-round, so this type of pit was usually under cover, often beneath a 

purpose-built open-sided shed or ‗pent-house‘ (e.g. Rose, 1937; Sturt, 1923). These 

pits often had extra functional features for ease of use — for example, storage niches 

built into the walls, hand- and foot-holds to make it easier for the bottom sawyer to 

get in and out, or raised sills around the edges for the rollers which were used to 

move heavy logs over the pit as they were being sawn. 
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Figure 1 shows an example of a permanent sawpit in a carpenter‘s yard. This pit is in 

the disused carpenter‘s workshop associated with the Estcourt estate, near the 

village of Shipton Moyne in Gloucestershire. The depth and stone construction of the 

pit can be appreciated, as can the fact that it was at least partially under cover,  

inside a specially-constructed (and permanent) stone and timber building. The raised 

wooden sills around the edges of the pit were used to provide a level surface for the 

wooden rollers on which the log rested. 

 

 

Figure 1: A sawpit in the carpenter‘s workshop on the Estcourt estate, Shipton Moyne, 

Gloucestershire. (Image copyright English Heritage.) 

 

Figure 2 shows a sawpit in action. Mr. Robert Spinner, a wheelwright, builder and 

undertaker at Staple (near Canterbury in Kent), is starting the process of constructing 

a farm cart. Mr. Spinner‘s business existed in Staple between 1844 and 1942 

(presumably passed from father to son during that time)1 — the image is undated but 

would seem to date from some time in the early decades of the 20th Century. It 

shows the top sawyer (presumably Mr. Spinner himself) standing on top of the log 

guiding the line of the saw, while his employee in the pit below provides the muscle 

for the downward cutting stroke. Again, the pit appears to be at least partially under 

                                                 
1
 Evidence from archived business accounts in the online searchable database at the 

National Register of Archives. 

http://www.nationalarchives.gov.uk/nra/default.asp
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cover in a purpose-built structure, and it is surrounded at the far end by stacks of 

sawn planks standing on end to finish the long seasoning process.2 

 

 

Figure 2: A sawpit in action: Wheelwright Robert Spinner and his employee cutting a plank in 

Mr. Spinner‘s Kent yard. (Image copyright Museum of English Rural Life.) 

 

Sawpits, then, were a familiar part of the rural, agricultural and small industrial scene 

up until the early years of the 20th Century. In the summer of 2006, during 

preparatory work prior to the construction of some practice nets at the cricket club in 

the grounds of Farnham Castle in Surrey, a rectangular stone- and brick-lined pit was 

discovered just outside the postern gate of the Castle. Upon further archaeological 

investigation of the pit a number of interesting features were discovered, and it was 

interpreted as a permanent sawpit, probably part of a timber yard associated with the 

Castle during the late 17th and 18th Centuries. This research project aims to examine 

the place of sawpits in rural and industrial history in general, and also to make a 

close study of the Farnham Park sawpit in particular and place it within its 

archaeological, historical and industrial context. 

                                                 
2
 A pair of spiked dogs are also visible in this image, holding the log and the roller in place. 

See Figure 3 and accompanying text for a better description of these pieces of equipment. 
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Chapter 2 

The History of Sawpits 

 

The use of man-made tools to work wood goes far back into prehistory. Neanderthals 

are known to have used Mousterian stone tools to shape spears and make carvings 

(e.g. Kuhn, 1995). Bronze Age civilisations used metallurgy to improve on stone 

tools, manufacturing adzes, chisels, axes and gouges to make wood-working easier. 

The ancient Egyptians are known to have used metal tools, made first from copper 

and later from bronze, as are the ancient Chinese. 

Prior to the invention of the saw, the primary method of making planks from a log of 

wood was by radial cleaving or splitting. Metal or wooden wedges were pushed into 

cracks along the length of the log and then driven in using hammers or mauls, until 

the log split open. This process was repeated until the log had been reduced to a 

series of thin segments, each split radiating out from the centre of the log (along the 

radius — hence the term ‗radial cleaving‘). The width of each plank would be just 

under half the thickness of the parent log. This was a successful and efficient way of 

forming planks, but the split surface of the timber was rough and it was often difficult 

to guarantee the final thickness of the resulting boards. Also, the method needed a 

constant source of long straight logs to produce a reliable supply of planks. 

However, advances in smithing and metallurgy made it possible to manufacture more 

complicated tools, among them the saw. Producing planks by sawing has the 

advantage that the boards are smoother and more reliable in thickness than those 

produced by radial cleaving, and they are also wider (around 80% of the width of the 

parent log). Classical authors such as Ovid attribute the invention of the toothed saw 

to the twelve-year-old Perdix, nephew of Daedelus, who observed and imitated the 

backbone of a fish (e.g. Raeburn, 2004).3 The Egyptians used bronze saws, and 

sawing technology was certainly well-known to the Romans. They used a variety of 

different sizes of saw made of bronze or iron, ranging in size from small hand saws 

and hacksaws to large two-man frame saws, which may have required trestles or 

even sawpits to use. The Romans‘ familiarity with saws is demonstrated in pictorial 

evidence in the form of carvings, as well as in the archaeological record — actual 

                                                 
3
 According to Ovid, Perdix also invented the mathematical compass. However, Daedelus, jealous of 

his nephew’s precocious talent at invention, tried to murder the boy by pushing him off the top of the 

Acropolis. Pallas-Athene intervened and turned Perdix into a partridge. 
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saws and saw marks in worked timber have been found on sites across the Roman 

world. 

The wider development of iron-working techniques meant that saws became more 

common, although they would have been expensive and difficult to make and would 

have represented a significant investment for a small craftsman. Iron saws, chisels 

and other woodworking tools have been found at sites in the British Isles dating from 

700BC–500BC, although none of the saws were large enough to require a sawpit to 

use. Slightly later in the archaeological record, it is known that the Vikings used saws 

—for example, the Mästermyr chest, found in a ploughed field in Gotland, just off the 

coast of Sweden, contained a complete woodworker‘s toolkit in a remarkable state of 

preservation. Among the items were three iron saws ranging in size from 24cm to a 

61cm (Arwidsson & Berg, 1983). 

However, pitsawing seems to have been uncommon across Northern Europe during 

the first Millennium, perhaps due to the expense of manufacturing and purchasing a 

long iron pit-saw. Sawpits begin to appear in the historical and archaeological record 

of the British Isles around the middle of the 15th Century – Goodburn (1992) suggests 

that pit saws were in common use by the 16th Century – and they remained in use 

here until their eventual supersedence by mechanised sawmills during the 18th and 

19th Centuries. 

In recent history sawpits are seen as an intrinsically British technology, exported to 

the Colonies and used by settlers until a more efficient or larger-scale technique 

proved necessary (Winter, 2005). In other parts of the world where timber-working 

formed an important economic activity, sawpits were largely superseded by more 

efficient techniques — water-mills during the 14th to 16th Centuries, and later steam-

powered mills by the end of the 18th Century (the first of these being opened by 

Isambard Kingdom Brunel at Chatham in 1799). However, sawpits as a familiar and 

common technology survived in Britain well into the 20th Century, for a number of 

reasons. 

The first of these is that there was a relative lack of millable forest in Britain during 

the medieval period (Carroll, 1973; Linnard, 1981b), with the consequence that 

timber was imported on a large scale from Scandinavia and later the Americas. This 

imported timber usually arrived in a ready-milled form, removing the need for a large-

scale milling industry in Britain. Sawpits were sufficient to deal with small-scale local 

needs, or with the secondary processing of imported timber. 
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The second reason was the difficulty of transporting heavy roundwood by road or 

river to a mill for processing. Especially in remote areas with rugged terrain there was 

no possibility of transporting timber overland because of the poor condition of the 

roads, and many of the rivers in these areas were too shallow and fast-flowing to 

allow effective timber-floating for any distance. A Liverpool shipwright surveyed the 

naval timber resources in the county of Merioneth (now in Gwynedd, north Wales) in 

1763 and described the transport difficulties he encountered: 

..there are several fine parcels of timber inland; but the country is so mountainous, that 

no carriage can be drawn. And after the timber has been but down, they have been 

obliged to saw it into boards … and transport them over the hills, by a single plank 

fastened to each side of a horse. 

(Fisher, 1763, p53) 

Finally, British sawpit workers quite reasonably viewed the establishment of a large-

scale timber-milling industry in Britain as a threat to their livelihood and way of life. 

On at least two occasions they reacted to this by rioting and burning down mills as 

they were built, once in 1663 and again in 1768 (Edlin, 1949).4 Up until quite recently, 

therefore, sawmills were much more common in Europe and in North America than in 

England (Hutslar, 1975). 

Vines (1985) and Flood (1979) make a distinction between primary and secondary 

aspects of timber processing, and classify related archaeological remains 

accordingly. They define primary sites as those ―directly related to resource 

exploitation in the forest‖ (Winter, 2005, p11) and secondary sites as those related to 

timber processing.  By this definition, sawpits might be either primary or secondary 

archaeological sites dependent on their location. Ephemeral pits in the forest where 

trees were felled would be classed as primary sites, and permanent pits at saw mills 

or in craftsmen‘s workshops would be secondary sites  

Because of the relative lack of mechanised sawmills in Britain, sawpits were 

commonly used both as a primary technique, in the forests to process timber for 

immediate use or for transport, and also as a secondary milling technology in 

craftsmen‘s workshops. On the European continent and in the Colonies, however, 

                                                 
4
 The 1768 riots were part of the ‗Wilkes and Liberty‘ campaign, a widespread outbreak of civil unrest 

triggered by the imprisonment of the radical MP John Wilkes. On May 10th 1768 a crowd of 500 
sawyers gathered at the London mill owned by Charles Dingley, and the Newgate Calendar reported 
that they ―assembled in large bodies, pulled down the saw mill, lately erected at great expence, on 
pretence that it deprived many workmen of employment. They also wanted more wages.‖ These riots 
themselves were part of a larger scale machine-breaking movement which eventually included the 
Luddites‘ destruction of hosiery frames in the Midlands from 1811-17, and the agricultural ‗Captain 
Swing Riots‘ in East Anglia during 1829-32. 
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the use of sawpits was more commonly confined to a primary function in the forest. 

After timber had been felled and perhaps given some rudimentary processing at a 

primary forest site it would be taken to the local sawmill for secondary processing. 

It is unlikely that temporary pits would have been used for ‗lengthing‘ felled timber in 

the forest, since this can be easily achieved by partially cutting through a log using a 

two-man saw and then rolling the log (perhaps using a horse and chains) in order to 

cut through the rest of the timber. There are also practical difficulties with cross-

cutting timber to length using a sawpit – there is a real danger that one or both halves 

of a cut log would drop into the pit at the completion of the cut, and it would have 

been difficult to stop the top of the kerf closing on the saw when cutting from top to 

bottom. However, temporary sawpits could have been employed to reduce the girth 

of timber before movement to secondary processing sites. 

There is historical evidence, from the latter half of the 18th Century, of explorers using 

sawpits to carry out running repairs to their ships in Australia and New Zealand. For 

example, William Bligh, Captain of the Bounty, made landfall on Bruny Island in 

Adventure Bay, Tasmania in August 1788, and wrote in his log for Monday 25th 

August that year: 

Being in want of a plank I directed a saw-pit to be dug and employed some of the 

people to saw trees into planks. 

(Bligh, 1792) 

This voyage resulted in the well-known mutiny aboard the Bounty, but Bligh later 

captained other vessels. As master of the Providence he returned to Bruny Island in 

1792, and noted on February 9th of that year that: 

A saw pit I made in my last voyage, I found partly fitted up; but the Cross Logs 

remained the same, and likewise a post I had stuck in the ground and made a Stand of 

was in the same position. 

(Bligh, 1792) 

 

Sawpits were constructed in a wide variety of different ways, often reflecting the local 

surroundings. Of course, the most basic and temporary construction would be a 

rectangular hole in the ground, either dug specially or adapted and enlarged from an 

existing hole or depression. However, even these pits, sometime not meant to last 

longer even than the felling and sawing of an individual tree, had elements of design 

in them, making use of the lie of the land to ease the construction task. Woodland 

pits are often found dug into the side of a natural bank or slope, reducing the need for 

excavation while at the same time utilising the spoilheap to form a level platform for 
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the woodsmen to work on. For example, at Birch Spring in Writtle Forest, Essex there 

are a number of degraded woodland sawpits dug into sloping land, with the 

excavation spoil on the downslope side forming a level surface to take the trunk of 

the tree being sawn5. Some sloping woodland sites allowed the sawyers to do away 

with the need for digging a pit altogether, by constructing a wooden framework 

against an existing bank or edge. In these locations the sawing was done entirely 

above ground, and the wooden framework (or ‗horse‘) could be dismantled when it 

was no longer needed.  

Pits associated with construction sites, such as those at Marston Moretaine in 

Gloucestershire (see below), were meant to last longer than woodland pits, but not 

much longer – weeks or months rather than days, to serve the needs of a 

construction site. These pits were often floored with timber offcuts to make the 

footing easier for the bottom sawyer, and would probably have been shored with 

timber if their depth made collapse a possibility. 

The most permanent constructions are found in craftsmen‘s yards or associated with 

sawmills. These pits were obviously meant to last years rather than months, and 

could be built of stone, brick, flint or whatever the local building material happened to 

be. In some cases they have even been found carved out of the bedrock, as with the 

boat-builders‘ sawpit on the foreshore at Restronguet Point, near Truro in Cornwall. 

These permanent pits also had design modifications to make them easier to use. 

There were often hand- and foot-holds in the walls to make access easier for the 

bottom sawyer, as well as niches or recesses for storage. Raised sills around the top 

made it easier to manhandle logs, and clearly in a permanent pit the sawyers would 

appreciate shelter from the weather. However, even a permanent pit in a timber yard 

would have been unlikely to be completely enclosed inside a building. The confined 

space would have made it awkward to manoeuvre cumbersome logs over the pit, 

which meant that two or three sides of the building were usually left open to the 

elements. 

If the pit was deep enough logs could be simply laid onto metal rollers and pushed 

along the floor or the sills of the pit, but shallower pits often required trestles, saw 

benches or rails above them to give the required depth of pull for the bottom sawyer. 

This would have necessitated some kind of lifting equipment for heavy logs – cranes, 

tripods or lifting jigs. Again, this equipment would be difficult to use in a confined 

                                                 
5
 Essex County Council Sites and Monuments Record, SMR number 17019. 
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space. An open-sided shed would have provided shelter, and would also have 

doubled as a storage area for sawn planks stacked to season in the fresh air. 

The task of a sawyer in itself seems simple — to split the timber into appropriate 

sizes for its specified use. The sawyers themselves could be seen merely as a 

supply of brute strength to power the saws. However, Sturt (1923) notes that the 

sawyers were skilled specialists in their own right — in manoeuvring a heavy tree 

over the pit for sawing, in cross-cutting long logs into shorter lengths without allowing 

the timber to sag or split, in sawing the length of a log to a specified and regular 

thickness, and in lavishing care and attention on the saw itself — clearly a critical part 

of the process. The object of the final cutting of a log was often to preserve a 

particular curve or crookedness in the tree (perhaps to form the curve of a wagon 

shaft), and this requirement would determine the first cut on a new log. This initial cut 

would be the acid test of the craftsman‘s ―eye‖ for selecting uncut timber, and he 

would often stand over the sawyers as they ‗opened‘ a seasoned log. 

Once the initial cut had been decided upon, the upper side of the tree would have its 

bark removed and would sometimes be levelled with axes or adzes for the top 

sawyer to stand on. It would then be manoeuvred into place over the sawpit, either 

raised onto trestles over a shallow pit or resting directly on the sills of a deeper pit. It 

would rest on rollers for ease of movement during sawing, and would be levered to 

its initial position using a ‗ring dog‘ and a crowbar, and fixed in place with ‗spiked 

dogs‘ (see illustrations in Figure 3). 

The tree would then be ‗lined out‘ for sawing, using a technique involving a line of 

taut string covered in lampblack, charcoal or chalk. The two sawyers between them 

would stretch the string the length of the log, and then when it was in the correct 

place the top sawyer (for it was his responsibility to get the lines right) would lift and 

release the taut string much like pulling and releasing a bowstring. The string would 

snap back into place and ‗slap‘ against the log, leaving a straight line in black (or 

white) on the timber. 
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Figure 3: A spiked dog (on the left) and a ring dog (on the right). See also Figure 2: spiked 

dogs holding a log in place in Robert Spinner‘s workshop. (Both images copyright Museum of 

English Rural Life.) 

 

George Sturt (1923) describes the sense of tranquillity he always had as a child, 

when he was allowed to play in the sawpit in his father‘s wheelwright‘s yard. Frogs 

and beetles made their homes in the sawdust, and the ―greyish pink and very dusty‖ 

brickwork added to the impression of settled peace: 

The daylight seemed to float in a sort of dusty ease amongst the planks and the 

sawdust, as if nothing noisier than a frog or a black beetle need be thought of there. 

(Sturt, 1923, p58) 

Even when Sturt worked ―on the saw pit‖ as an adult, the feeling of peace persisted, 

dirt, sawdust and hard work notwithstanding. He always worked as the bottom-

sawyer, not possessing the requisite skill to be the top man, but he found that the 

rhythmic and strenuous labour, ―hard enough to prevent thought‖ (p59), could 

sometimes even induce a sort of somnolence. It must have had almost an hypnotic 

quality, broken only by occasional demands from the top sawyer to help oil the blade 

or mark out a new line on the log. 

However, the work for the full-time sawyers themselves, especially in the cold of 

winter or the heat of summer, cannot have been quite so pleasant. The work required 

both strength and suppleness, and must have involved a good degree of boredom 

and discomfort. Pairs of sawyers were often family teams – father and son, uncle and 

nephew, a pair of brothers and so on. The duties of the two sawyers, one on top of 

the log and the other beneath, would have been complementary but each would also 

have had his own responsibilities and tasks to perform. 

The top sawyer was the senior partner, and his work was less physically arduous 

than his partner‘s. He was most often the owner of the team‘s saw, and was 

responsible for the quality of the work. He had to keep pace with the hearty pulls from 

the man in the pit below him, raising the saw in time to maintain the rhythm of the 

work and moving slowly backward along the log (or ―walking the wood‖) as the cut 
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progressed, but his was also the task of keeping a constant watch on the line of the 

cut, making sure there was no deviation from the straight line on the timber. 

As the owner of the team‘s greatest asset, the long iron pit saw, he was also 

responsible for its maintenance. Pit saws vary in length but are usually between 1.8m 

and 2.0m. They are wider at the top than at the bottom, and have a handle at each 

end; the one at the wider end, for the top sawyer, is fixed and is sometimes known as 

the ‗tiller‘, while the pitman‘s handle is detachable and is called the ‗box‘ (see Figure 

4). 

 

 

Figure 4: A pit saw. The top sawyer would hold the larger handle on the left, and the bottom 

sawyer would hold the detachable ―box‖ on the narrow end of the saw. (Image copyright 

Museum of English Rural Life.) 

 

Pit saws are designed for rip-sawing – that is, for longitudinal sawing in the direction 

of the grain of the timber. Cross-cut saws, for cutting timber to length across the 

grain, are different, although pit saws were sometimes converted into cross-cut saws, 

perhaps after they had broken (Linnard, 1981b). As a general rule timber was rip-

sawn downwards from the growing end, i.e. from top to base; an earthy Welsh saying 

illustrates this piece of folk-wisdom: Llifiiwch pren o’r pen y bydd y frân yn bawio 

(Saw wood from the end where the crow shits). 

The top sawyer had to keep the pit saw straight and sharp, spending hours 

sharpening each tooth individually with metal files or grindstones. Each tooth must be 

in line with all the rest to avoid ‗jumps‘ when cutting, and the sharpened teeth must 

also be set (bent outwards) alternately to the left and right of the centre line of the 

saw, so that the ‗kerf‘ (the cut made by the saw) is wider than the saw itself. This 

stops the cut from ‗pinching‘ and allows the blade to ‗clear herself‘ (Sturt, 1923). A 

badly-sharpened saw could cause deviation from the marked line and ruin the timber. 

This work was all done by hand and eye, requiring at least as much skill as the actual 
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sawing of the timber, and carrying with it the responsibility of two men‘s livelihoods 

and reputations. 

The bottom sawyer or pitman needed less attention or skill than his topside 

counterpart, but he could not afford to let his attention wander entirely. He had to lift 

and pull down the saw, with all the work of cutting being accomplished on the gravity-

aided downstroke. He also had to attend to the line on the underside of the timber, 

making sure the teeth of the saw were biting accurately along it, and to occasionally 

place wedges in the kerf behind the saw to stop the saw blade from being pinched. 

The work was obviously laborious, dirty and tiring, but he would get occasional 

breaks when the saw needed sharpening or when he was required to oil the blade — 

a rag and a tin of linseed oil were often kept in the sawpit for this purpose. He was 

also in charge of removing the wooden rollers from underneath the log as the saw 

approached them, and replacing them behind it to support the sawn planks. 

The life of a typical rural sawyer in the second half of the 19th Century is brought 

vividly to life by a remarkable document. Handwritten in a copy of the Methodist Diary 

for 1869, Rees Price, semi-itinerant sawyer of Ty-pica, Llangamarch, documented his 

daily activities as he dug sawpits and then worked in them for a few days.6 Usually 

the diary entries are brief, often consisting of the single word llifio (―sawing‖). His daily 

work rate was recorded by a simple tally of the number of cuts, usually around 10 to 

12 but sometimes more, up to 20. 

When it rained Price could not work – the day‘s entry read simply gwlaw (―rain‖). He 

was also entirely dependent on his bottom sawyer, Thomas Griffiths, and there are a 

number of diary entries showing that when Thomas was not available (either ill or 

absent), Price himself could not work. 

The sawyers‘ work rate obviously affected their wage, since itinerant sawyers were 

commonly paid by piece work – either by the 100 square-foot of board produced, or 

by the day. In Merioneth in 1601 the daily rate for a top sawyer was 4d per day, while 

the pitman was paid 3d per day (both also received their meat and drink for the day). 

In 1869 Rees Price paid Thomas Griffiths a weekly wage which varied between £1 5s 

and £2, depending on the amount of work done that week. Pairs of sawyers working 

on estates were usually paid more reliably – in 1874 John and Edward Thomas, a 

father-and-son team working on the Plymouth estate at St Fagans in Wales, received 

two guineas a week between them. On the same estate in 1820s and 1830s the 

payment for digging a sawpit was between 11s and 16s, and the rate for sawing 100 

                                                 
6
 Price’s diary is held in the archive at the Welsh Folk Museum, MS 1793/567. 
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foot of board was 3s (all figures from Linnard, 1981b). The sawyers‘ poor rates of pay 

reflected the menial type of labour and the popular perception that low levels of skill 

were required for the job (although in fact, as we have seen, sawyers possessed 

their own particular brand of specialist expertise). 

Most sawyers never rose beyond their occupation, although the hard physical work 

and harsh conditions did not stop some working into their seventies. There is one 

notable exception, however – David Davies (1818-1890) started out as a sawyer in 

Llandinam in Montgomeryshire, but progressed through enterprise in railways and 

coal to become a powerful industrialist, landowner and influential MP (Thomas, 

1938). Despite his meteoric rise Davies remained proud of his roots and his first craft. 

Once while he was giving evidence to a parliamentary committee, the opposing 

council reminded him sarcastically of his old occupation. Davies replied immediately, 

―Yes, but I was always the top-sawyer.‖ 

 

The decline of the sawpit 

Pit sawing was a common practice, in rural districts of the UK at least, until the early 

years of the 20th Century. Long before this time, however, the steady advance of 

powered sawmills meant that the manual sawpit was becoming uneconomic for all 

but the smallest scale outfits. A two-man team of sawyers working at peak rate could 

produce around twelve planks a day, a work-rate which could not hope to compete 

with the levels of mass-production from even the most rudimentary mechanised 

process. 

The first machine sawmills are mentioned in a 4th Century Latin poem; later others 

are shown in a 13th Century French drawing. Both of these mills would have been 

water-powered, but we know little more about them than that (Hutslar, 1975). As we 

move forward in time the written references to mechanical sawmills become more 

numerous and more informative; we know of one at Augsburg in Bavaria around 

1322 (Beckmann, 1846), and Usher (1952) found evidence from French statutes of 

sawmills existing in 1376, 1391 and 1393. Beckmann also noted the existence of 

mechanical sawmills on the island of Madeira in 1420, at Bretslau in Poland in 1427, 

and at Erfurt in Germany in 1490. By the 16th Century the Dutch were using windmills 

to power saws, and by the early years of the 17th Century water-driven sawmill 

technology was being exported from England to the New World — to Conception Bay 

in Newfoundland by 1620 (Hutslar, 1975), and to the newly-established pilgrim 

colonies in Massachusetts in 1631 (Edlin, 1949). 
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As we have previously noted, for a variety of reasons mechanical sawmills were 

much less common in England (and therefore less of a threat to the old sawpits and 

the men who worked them) than they were in Europe or in North America. However, 

a defining moment in the history of saw technology came in 1777, when Samuel 

Miller of Southampton patented the circular saw. Over a few decades the invention 

gained in popularity; Isambard Kingdom Brunel, who in 1799 had opened the first 

steam-driven sawmill at Chatham Dockyard in Kent, took up the idea, and circular 

saws were soon to be found up and down the country. Because of their simple 

design they could be installed in small-scale timber yards, and they could even be 

manufactured in a portable form for use on-site in woodland — previously the 

exclusive preserve of the sawpit. 

The spread of steam- and later electrically-powered machinery during the 19th 

Century added impetus to the forward march of sawing technology, making the 

manual sawpit seem more and more like unnecessary hard work. By the time George 

Sturt was writing his memoirs of a rural wheelwright‘s shop in southern England 

around the end of the 19th Century, the sawpit was already obsolete, its peculiar 

breed of taciturn workers a diminishing part of the seasonal round for English wood 

workers (Sturt, 1923; see below). 

Some sawpits did survive; Edlin (1949) suggests that one Essex timber merchant 

was still using a sawpit in 1948, and a few boat builders were still employing them 

around that time to saw the awkward shapes that a circular saw was unable to 

handle. A new sawpit was dug at a farm in Scopwick Parish in Lincolnshire during the 

1930s, a fact which is recorded because of the discovery of human remains during 

the excavation of the pit (Bennett, 2008). Largely, though, by the end of the 20th 

Century the only examples of working sawpits to survive were in museums dedicated 

to bygone rural lives and crafts. 

 

Sawpits in literature and lore 

Despite their gradual supersedence by more advanced and efficient technologies, 

however, sawpits remained very much a part of the public consciousness. A sawpit in 

Windsor Park is mentioned in Act IV, Scene IV of Shakespeare‘s ‗Merry Wives of 

Windsor.‘ Sir John Falstaff has run afoul of Mistresses Ford and Page, since they 

have found out about his plans to seduce them and make cuckolds of their 

husbands. They plan a practical joke to get back at Falstaff, and succeed in enticing 

him to Herne‘s Oak in Windsor Park at midnight. Once he is there a band of children 
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leap out of a nearby sawpit dressed as fairies. The women run away pretending to be 

scared, and the children proceed to pinch and poke the hapless Sir John until he 

repents of his misdeeds.7 The fact that a sawpit is apparently a familiar feature of 

Windsor Park is an indication that the technology was in common use in Elizabethan 

London, and also that Windsor Park (then as now) was a wooded area with all the 

associated activities of timberworking. 

Sawpits were also in common knowledge during the Civil War. At the Battle of 

Edgehill in October 1642, the Parliamentarian and renowned Puritan Philip, 4th 

Baron Wharton commanded a regiment of foot and a troop of horse in the battle 

against the Royalist forces led by Prince Rupert, nephew of King Charles I. 

Wharton‘s men acquitted themselves rather less than heroically, being ignominiously 

swept from the field by Prince Rupert‘s charge; he admitted as much himself in his 

report to Parliament in the aftermath of the battle: 

Before there were any near excuse three or four of our regiments fairly ran away — Sir 

William Fairfax‘s, Sir Henry Cholmley‘s, my Lord Kimbolton‘s, and to say the plain truth 

my own. 

 

                                                 
7
 ―Nan Page my daughter and my little son 

And three or four more of their growth we‘ll dress 
Like urchins, ouphes and fairies, green and white, 
With rounds of waxen tapers on their heads 
And rattles in their hands: upon a sudden, 
As Falstaff, she and I, are newly met, 
Let them from forth a sawpit rush at once 
With some diffused song: upon their sight, 
We two with great amazedness with fly: 
Then let them all encircle him about 
And, fairy-like, to-pinch the unclean knight, 
And ask him why, that hour of fairy revels, 
In their so sacred paths he dares to tread 
In shape profane.‖ 
Mistress Page to Mistress Ford, Act IV, Scene IV. 
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Figure 5: ―Philip Lord Wharton, 1632, about the age of 19‖ by Van Dyke. (Original in the 

National Gallery of Art, Washington DC.) 

 

Wharton himself was accused of cowardice during the ensuing rout, allegedly not 

merely running away but hiding in a sawpit. In his Parliamentary report Wharton 

accused Prince Rupert of wanton cruelty on the battlefield, and the Prince retaliated 

by publishing a pamphlet detailing the sawpit story. This earned Wharton the 

nickname Saw-Pit Wharton, a taunt which was to follow him throughout his 

successful political career until his death in 1695/6. 

Even today, in this age of machine technology and factory-manufactured goods, 

sawpits are understood and remembered. The common phrases ‗top-dog‘ and 

‗underdog‘, meaning the winner and loser in a given situation (e.g. a fight or a 

sporting event) are often thought to hark back to the use of sawpits. This derivation is 

associated with the iron ‗timber dogs‘, or stakes, used to hold logs securely in 

position for sawing. The man in the primary position, standing on top of the log (and 

therefore above the dogs), was the top- or overdog, while his less-skilled mate 

labouring in the pit beneath (and therefore below the dogs) was the bottom- or 

underdog. 
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This is a neat, satisfying and commonly-held derivation for an often-used and well-

understood phrase, and indeed it may be true. The problem with it, noted by the 

online Phrase Finder, is that there is no evidence to back it up. In the many printed 

references to sawpits, dating back to the 15th Century in the UK and the 18th Century 

in the US, there is no mention of the phrases top-dog or underdog, which seems an 

odd omission if the words were in common usage in that context. Rather, the two 

men working a sawpit were usually referred to as the ‗top sawyer‘ and ‗bottom 

sawyer‘ (or ‗pitman‘). 

References to top- or underdogs in connection with pit sawing do start occurring, but 

not until later, in the period during which the practice was being superseded by 

mechanical sawing (during the 18th Century). There is earlier historical evidence of 

the phrases top- and underdog in common usage, but these occurrences are all in 

the context of dog-fighting or other combative pursuits. Although the sawpit theory for 

the origin of the words cannot be ruled out, the circumstantial evidence strongly 

points to their actual derivation being from dog-fighting, a common pursuit throughout 

much of English history. 

Another commonly-used phrase which may relate to sawpits is the term ―through and 

through‖. In its modern usage the term means ‗completely‘ or ‗totally‘ – e.g. ―he was 

an Arsenal fan through and through‖ – but Linnard (1981b) uses it in a rather more 

practical way, to describe the pattern of vertical cuts made when sawing a log 

repeatedly from end to end to produce boards. Of course, other patterns of cut were 

possible, and the final choice of cuts was usually dictated by the size of log, the 

species of tree and the eventual end use of the timber. However, a skilled sawpit 

team sawing a sound log ―through and through‖ produces a series of uniform boards, 

with no variation or imperfections, and it is easy to see how the phrase migrated to 

modern conversation with its slightly altered meaning. 

Linnard (1981a) also collected together a body of twenty or so short verses or chants 

which refer to the work of pit-sawyers in Wales and which enjoyed great popularity 

among country folk. The individual rhymes often vary in detail from one area to the 

next, with personal names, local place-names, nonsense lines and dialect words all 

appearing and disappearing in the rich tradition of oral folk song transmission, but 

they all demonstrate comfortable familiarity with the work of the pit-sawyers. The 

verses are obviously recorded in Welsh and some are not easily translatable, but 

Linnard gives the following attempt to provide a flavour of the originals: 

 

http://www.phrases.org.uk/
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Sawing, sawing, hard all day 

A groat‘s the rate for this year‘s pay 

If we live a twelve-month more 

We‘ll raise the pay a ha‘penny o‘er 

 

On initial inspection many of the verses could appear to be work-chants or songs, 

their rhythmic beat suited to the synchronised, repetitive and tedious work of pulling a 

pit saw. However, Linnard does not believe that the songs were in fact work-songs, 

since there is no evidence that sawyers, Welsh or otherwise, ever sang while working 

– if they were known for their love of anything, it was beer rather than song. Linnard 

suggests that the verses were in fact lullabies, nursery rhymes or children‘s play 

songs, inspired by the rhythmic motion and sound of the pitsaw. They would be sung 

by children playing see-saw, or by parents rocking infants to sleep or bouncing them 

on their knee. 

Some patches of ancient woodland do still contain sawpits which are occasionally 

brought back into use, if not exactly for their original purpose. At Park Wood, near 

Bradenham in Buckinghamshire, there is a group of post-Medieval or modern 

sawpits, fairly badly degraded but still recognisable as deep depressions in the 

ground. One of these pits was partially relined with brick and corrugated iron during 

World War II and reused as a lookout post8. 

                                                 
8
 Buckinghamshire County Council Sites and Monuments Record, SMR number 0243509001. 
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Chapter 3 

Sawpits and the Timber-working Industries 

 

The importance of a ready supply of bespoke timber to a rural craftsman cannot be 

overestimated.  Carpenters, builders, undertakers, wheelwrights, shipbuilders, 

coopers — all had their own specialist requirements, and would have benefited from 

having their own yard sawpit dedicated to producing individually cut timbers needed 

for specific projects or for selling on. Even farmers or smallholders sometimes had 

their own sawpits, and the landed gentry often employed carpenters who would have 

used timber from the estate woodlands. They too would often have had recourse to a 

sawpit, perhaps in the estate‘s own workshop. 

 

Sawpits in the wheelwright’s workshop 

George Sturt wrote an autobiography based on his experience of running a 

wheelwright‘s business in Farnham at the end of the 19th Century (specifically 

covering the years 1884 to 1891). The book itself is a paean to the dying arts of the 

timber craftsman, centuries-old skills which were being trampled by the advance of 

the Industrial Revolution and the coming of steam, gas and electricity. Although Sturt 

acknowledges that the labour in an old-fashioned wheelwright‘s yard was physically 

very demanding, with fourteen-hour days spent in an open-fronted shop in all 

seasons, he suggests that it was never as tiring or boring as machine work. The 

craftsmen were able to tailor their products to the customer‘s particular needs — the 

girth of a certain horse which needed to fit between the shafts of a new waggon, for 

example, or the muddiness of an individual farmer‘s tracks which might necessitate 

fractionally wider wheels to make passage easier. 

The permanent sawpit in Sturt‘s yard was brick-built, five or six feet deep, and under 

a pent-house open on three sides (the fourth side was the wall to the public lane 

beyond). It was probably constructed some time between 1795 and 1810, during 

which time the property was owned by a Mr. William Grover. He ran a wheelwright‘s 

business from the yard, and made a series of structural improvements to the site (as 

evidenced by his mortgage records). George Sturt‘s grandfather bought the property 
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from Grover in 1810, by which time the ‗shop‘ later owned by George was largely 

complete. 

Before he could begin his craft Sturt would have to buy his timber, usually acquiring it 

as it was felled in local woodlands. This took place at different times of the year 

according to the species of tree — for example, oak would be felled during the Spring 

and early Summer, while ash, elm and beech would be harvested in the Winter. Logs 

thus acquired would be left for a period of months before being sawn, with certain 

wood, such as elm, requiring a longer seasoning period of up to two years. Although 

timber is cut and worked more easily when it is green, it also weighs more and the 

resulting boards are more likely to split, move or shake. A green log may season as 

slowly as 1 inch per year, depending on the species of tree. 

Inside the sawpit pent-house, lengths of timber ‗in cut‘ (i.e. with widths already cut 

from them, and awaiting further processing) were stacked at one end, and tiers of 

planks were stacked against the wall to get the shelter from the roof as they 

continued through the long seasoning process; it often took five or six years for a 

piece of timber to go from freshly-felled log to newly-constructed cart. There was a 

short ladder allowing access to the pit, and gaps in the brickwork which were used to 

hold a cup of oil and wedges for the saw-box, the removable handle for the bottom 

end of the saw. The box itself, and the short mallet for knocking in the wedges, were 

usually to be found in the sawdust on the floor of the pit when not in use. 

Although Sturt‘s sawpit was a permanent fixture in the yard, there was no regularly-

employed specialist sawyer. Instead, the wheelwrights and their apprentices did 

whatever sawing was necessary during the year, except for the Winter months. Then 

the sawyers arrived from their Summer work in the open air of the woodlands, and 

spent the colder months sawing planks for the craftsmen in the relative comfort of an 

under-cover sawpit. Under the watchful eye of the wheelwright the seasoned timber 

felled in previous years would be sawn into planks and ‗felloes‘ (pronounced ―fellies‖ 

— the rounded edges of the wheel). 

Sturt himself always viewed the coming of the sawyers as something of a mixed 

blessing. The men themselves were often illiterate, and usually bad-tempered. By 

definition they worked in pairs, and the top sawyer, usually the owner of the saw and 

responsible for the quality of the work, would often swear down at the pitman, taking 

advantage of his elevated position and the fact that the man underneath him couldn‘t 

even look up due to the showers of falling sawdust. However, too much swearing and 

the pitman would heave himself out of the pit and be off to the pub in a temper. 
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Indeed, the pub seems to have been a popular haunt of the bottom sawyer; he would 

often adjourn there while the top sawyer was engaged in sharpening his saw. His 

mate would go to fetch him when the maintenance work was finished, but as often as 

not both of them would end up drunk and the work for the day would be abandoned. 

Their work patterns were therefore erratic — it had been known for a pair of sawyers 

to be unable to both drag themselves out of the pub to start their weeks‘ work until 

Thursday morning — but despite everything Sturt had a sneaking admiration for 

these strong, hardy men whose very livelihood was threatened by the inexorable 

march of technology. By the 1890s the sawyers ―dragged their legs ponderously, and 

looked melancholy‖, and ―behaved as if they felt they were growing obsolete‖ (p38) 

— as indeed they were. 

Sturt describes how the introduction of gas-driven wood-working machinery in 1889 

was a necessary measure in terms of cost efficiency, but there is a definite note of 

nostalgia, almost of sadness, when he describes how the traditional technology of 

hand-tools was superseded overnight: 

And from the first day the machines began running, the use of axes and adzes 

disappeared from the well-known place, the saws and saw-pit became obsolete. We 

forgot what chips were like. There, in that one little spot, the ancient provincial life of 

England was put into a back seat. 

(Sturt, 1923, p201)
9
 

 

Sawpits and the shipbuilding industry 

Up until the early 17th Century, most of the oak boards used for planking small and 

middle-sized vessels were created by radial cleaving or controlled splitting (Crumlin 

Pedersen, 1986). As we have seen, this ancient technology produces strong, stable 

planks, but it requires straighter-grained and larger trees than those which are 

needed by a sawyer. Boards created by radial cleaving (clove or cleft boards) are 

typically 30-40% of the diameter of the parent log, while the equivalent figure for 

sawn boards is more like 70-80%. Nevertheless, excavations of medieval 

                                                 
9
 Lakes (1990) suggests that this nostalgia is partly due to the traditional craftsman‘s close physical, 

emotional and traditional links with his trade. Craft labour, the process by which a skilled craftsman 
creates an object fit for purpose, is a unification of art, intuition, training, folk tradition and skill. 
Mechanisation removes all of these accumulations of experience at a stroke – further, it removes the 
personal relationship between craftsman and consumer. Factory-manufactured goods are impersonal, 
produced for mass consumption and with no personal elements to be carried from the craftsman to the 
user. 
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shipbuilding sites in central and east London indicate that cleaving was the 

predominant method of producing planks at this period (Goodburn, 1999). 

Around the middle of the 16th Century, however, shipbuilders were beginning to use 

wider, longer sawn planks in clinker-built craft (such timbers had been used for the 

main hull by carvel-style shipbuilders since 1500 or even earlier)10. Goodburn (1997) 

notes that the direction of saw-marks on timbers found at a medieval shipyard in 

Westminster indicates that a pit-sawing method was used, rather than sawing by 

placing the parent log on trestles. The pattern of axe- and saw-marks on preserved 

planks suggests that logs were usually hewn square with axes before being pit-sawn 

(Goodburn, 1992), a practice which had largely ceased by the early 20th Century 

when logs were minimally trimmed before being pit-sawn ‗in the round‘. 

Other tools were used by the medieval shipwright to form the specially shaped 

timbers needed to build a ship, but the recorded patterns of toolmarks suggest that 

by the 17th Century the axe and the pit-saw were the primary tools used for creating 

roughed-out ship elements. Adzes, often thought of as the principal tool of the 

medieval shipwright, seem to have been used for secondary shaping and trimming 

(Goodburn, 1999). Sawn clinker-planking was generally used in the condition it left 

the sawpit, without being planed or smoothed except for use in the high-status areas 

of vessels (the officers‘ living quarters, usually the stern of larger vessels). There is 

evidence that sawpits remained in use in London shipyards for hundreds of years. 

Pit-sawn imported teak planks from the Pier Head shipyard were dated to the 

beginning of the 19th Century (Goodburn, 1999). 

Elswhere in the British Isles, shipbuilders are known to have used sawpits well into 

the 20th Century. Walker (2004) carried out a detailed study of Stroma yoles, two-

masted clinker-built sailing rigs built during the 19th Century on the island of Stroma 

which were specially designed to handle the famously extreme sea conditions of the 

Pentland Firth. The last yole to be built on the island was constructed in 1913, and 

Walker describes the now-ruined boatyard of one of the later boatbuilders, complete 

with its stone boatbuilding shed and adjacent sawpit. 

 

                                                 
10

 Small and medium-sized medieval vessels were commonly clinker-built – with a shell of slightly 
overlapping planking held  together with iron rivets. By the start of the 16

th
 Century, however, some 

medium-sized vessels and all ships were built in a carvel style, with a heavy framework supporting 
planking laid edge-to-edge. 
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Sawpits on the farm 

A working farm would always have a need for timber — for construction and repairs 

to fences or farm buildings, running repairs to carts or other vehicles, and general 

maintenance of the fabric of the farm. The farmer and his labourers would need to be 

able to saw timber to fit their requirements without constant recourse to the local 

wheelwright, builder or carpenter, so it comes as no surprise that many historical 

farms show evidence of sawpit activity. The vast majority of these pits are filled in 

and lost, evidence for their existence coming from old maps and the occasional field 

name. 

In a few cases, however, the sawpits are preserved and their existence recalled by 

the current owners of the farm. In one instance, Hayward‘s Barn at Dymock in 

Gloucestershire, the location of the farm‘s sawpit is well known and the farmer even 

has the original pit-saw used in the pit before it was filled in.11 Local tradition 

suggests that Hayward‘s Barn functioned as a wheelwright‘s and carpenter‘s yard, 

but the sawpit was disused, filled in and grassed over when sawing was mechanised 

and moved into the barn. However, the pit is conveniently located between the 

current barn and another historical wheelwright‘s shop at a neighbouring farm, 

suggesting that the two concerns may have shared the use of the pit. 

The sawpit itself is between two fruit trees, with brick- and stone-work still detectable 

just below the surface of the ground. This suggests that the pit is well preserved 

below ground level, and indicates that it is of permanent construction, an obvious 

requirement for a sawpit in a working timber-yard. However, the tradition in the area 

is that ―every farm in the parish had a sawpit‖ — possibly not as soundly constructed 

as that at Hayward‘s Barn, but the location of the parish in the Forest of Dean and 

the historical importance of timber to the local rural economy (the very name 

‗Dymock‘ meaning ‗obscured by oaks‘) would make sawpits an integral part of the life 

of the area. 

                                                 
11

 Evidence from Gloucestershire Sites and Monuments Record, site number 20081. 
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Chapter 4 

Known, Existing or Excavated Sawpits 

 

There are not many excavated and recorded sawpits in the archaeological literature. 

They are commonly mentioned as an aside in excavation reports, but rarely are they 

the main focus of an excavation — they occur in association with other industrial 

features, such as sawmills or quarries (e.g. the concrete-lined sawpit associated with 

a post-Medieval sawmill in Triangle Covert at Harling in Norfolk12), or as landscape 

features in surveyed woodland (e.g. the group of sawpits existing as earthworks in 

Pulpit Wood, Great & Little Kimble, Buckinghamshire13), but rarely are they the 

subject of an investigation in their own right. 

However, they do appear sporadically in the archaeological records, as illustrated by 

the National Monuments Record (NMR) as well as the Sites and Monuments 

Records (or Historical Environment Records – SMRs or HERs) kept by County 

Councils around the UK. These records are something of a blunt instrument, since 

the recording standards vary widely across counties and can sometimes reflect the 

personal interests or biases of the officers doing the recording. Despite this, the 

national and local archives do provide a rough idea of how many sawpits are known 

about, how many have been excavated, and how many are still extant or have been 

lost. 

Table 1 in Appendix 1 shows the distribution of recorded sawpits in the NMR, SMR 

and HER archives for counties in England, based on an interrogation of the archives 

carried out during 2007. The table shows that a total of 446 sawpits are recorded 

across England, with some counties possessing a far greater number than others. 

Herefordshire has the most with a total of 108, while Cambridgeshire, East Sussex, 

Hertfordshire, Leicestershire & Rutland, Lincolnshire and Wiltshire all have no 

sawpits at all recorded in their archives. 

Of the pits which have made it into the archival record, over half are no longer in 

existence. Table 1 shows that of the total of 446 recorded sawpits across England, 

207 (46%) are extant – either visible on the ground or known to be preserved in situ 

underground. Again, some counties fare worse than others in this respect – 

Herefordshire still has 100 out of 108 (92.5%) of its recorded sawpits, although many 
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 Norfolk County Council Historical Environment Record, HER number 36829. 
13

 Buckinghamshire County Council Sites and Monuments Record, SMR number 0001705000. 
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of these are badly degraded woodland or parkland sites discovered during extensive 

surveys on the ground. By contrast, however, Yorkshire retains only 9 out of its 

recorded 55 sawpits (16%), and Somerset still has only 1 out of a recorded 20 sites 

(5%). Many counties have no existing sawpits at all in their archives. 

Of course, later building or development on the land where they were situated has 

destroyed many sawpits. This is often easy to infer because the pits were marked on 

early editions of Ordnance Survey maps, usually dated during the 19th Century, and 

were entered into the SMR/HER archives as a result of archival map surveys. 

However, the pits were found to be absent on later OS editions, or else the sites 

were shown to have been built over or turned to different uses. 

Other vanished pits are known to have existed because of clues left behind in 

placenames – in the names of cottages (e.g. Sawpit Cottage in East Clandon, 

Surrey14), fields (e.g. Sawpit Piece in Edwyn Ralph, Herefordshire15) or woodlands 

(e.g. Sawpit Covert, near Saltmarshe Castle in Norton, Herefordshire16). Often the 

approximate site of a sawpit can be inferred from such evidence, but the exact 

location is now lost. 

There is a great deal of ephemeral archaeology in a worked wood; as well as sawpits 

there can be wagon loading bays, tanning pits, soaking pits for softening withies for 

hurdles or hedging, charcoal burning sites, stock enclosures, drainage ditches and 

temporary or permanent settlement sites. Even when temporary sawpits can be 

distinguished from all these other remains of human activity, they are often very 

badly decayed. Most of those found as a result of woodland or parkland surveys are 

detectable only as hollows or depressions in the woodland floor, often cut into a 

natural slope. A few of the pits with a more permanent construction are preserved in 

situ underground, and a very few are still extant as lined pits. 

A number of existing sawpits are worth mentioning. At the Weald & Downland Open 

Air Museum at Singleton in West Sussex there is a working example of a sawpit, 

although it is a reconstruction. However, it is sheltered by a recovered sawpit shed 

from a model farmstead at Sheffield Park in Sussex, built in the early 19th Century. 

This shed is open on one side, providing shelter for the permanent pit but also 

allowing easy access to movement of logs onto the pit. 

                                                 
14

 Surrey County Council Sites and Monuments Record, SMR number 8680. 
15

 Herefordshire County Council Sites and Monuments Record, SMR number 18390. 
16

 Herefordshire County Council Sites and Monuments Record, SMR number 30809. 



 
Dr. Louise Maskill  22/06/2011 
louise@rural-life.org.uk  Page 30 of 51  

The Chiltern Open Air Museum at Chalfont St. Giles in Buckinghamshire also has a 

working sawpit, shown in Figure 6 and in use in Figure 7. Although it is of modern 

construction it clearly shows how a semi-permanent sawpit, built of wooden hurdles 

and offcuts, would have been built and used. There are steps leading down into the 

pit for the bottom sawyer‘s use, well-shored walls to avoid collapse, and strong 

wooden sills along the top of the walls to give a firm base for the rollers supporting 

the timber being sawn. The second picture shows a length of planking ‗in cut‘, the pit 

saw, the wooden rollers, a wedge (to stop the cut from pinching the saw blade) and 

spiked dogs holding the rollers in place. 

 

 

Figure 6: The modern sawpit at the Chiltern Open Air Museum. (Photo copyright John Hyde-

Trutch.) 
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Figure 7: The Chiltern Open Air Museum sawpit in use. (Photo copyright John Hyde-Trutch.) 

 

In Paston in Norfolk, a post-medieval sawpit survives in a carpenter‘s workshop17. It 

is no longer used for its original purpose, instead serving as a storage area, but it is 

preserved and in good condition. At Middlewich in Cheshire a brick-built sawpit, built 

around 1777, exists in its purpose-built house18. It was once used for sawing lock-

gate beams, and survives as part of a canal complex. 

 

Post-medieval sawpits at Marston Moretaine, 
Bedfordshire 

One of the few archaeological studies of sawpits in their own right concerns a pair of 

pits in Bedfordshire. In the early spring of 1998 an archaeological investigation was 

carried out in the grounds of Church End Lower School in the village of Marston 

Moretaine, in advance of building works. During the watching brief and subsequent 

excavation, two post-medieval sawpits were discovered and documented, and the 

whole excavation was later written up and published (Edmondson and Steadman, 

2001). 

The earliest phase of occupation detected at the site was an unenclosed Saxo-

Norman settlement, probably a farmstead, comprising at least one timber building 
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 Norfolk Historical Environment Record, HER number 15326. 
18

 Cheshire Historical Environment Record, HER number 56355. 
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and a second structure. These buildings were tentatively dated to the 12th Century, 

but after a period of settlement the structures would seem to have been deliberately 

demolished and the site abandoned as a dwelling place. However, the site was later 

revisited by timber-workers who dug a pair of sawpits and worked timber there. 

The larger of the two pits measured at least 3.55m long by 1.45m wide, and survived 

to a depth of 1.16m. It was not lined or shored in any way, but a stakehole in the 

base of the pit may have held a vertical post with foot- and hand-holds to assist in 

entering and leaving the pit. The excavation also recovered evidence that the 

sawyers had encountered problems with flooding in this pit; the water table on the 

site is fairly high, and water would have pooled in the bottom of the pit on a regular 

basis, making footing for the bottom sawyer muddy and probably dangerous. The 

sawyers dealt with this problem by laying four timber offcuts in the centre of the pit, a 

strategem which evidently worked for a while since there was then an uninterrupted 

layer of some 5cm of compacted sawdust on top of the planks. 

The second pit was shallower, measuring 3.55m long by 1.45m wide by 0.73 m deep. 

It is possible that this pit was dug after the deeper one in an attempt to overcome the 

problems of water inundation. Certainly it still suffered from flooding to a certain 

extent, since large stones and a piece of planking were laid down on the floor to 

provide a firmer footing. Neither pit would seem to have been deep enough for 

effective pit sawing, so it is likely that both had some sort of superstructure over them 

to provide an adequate working height. 

Both pits were eventually abandoned, although it seems that the deeper one was 

deliberately infilled while the shallower one was allowed to decay naturally. Waste 

material in the fill of the deeper pit included plank fragments, charcoal and a quantity 

of sewage (indicated by the presence of bran and brassica seeds), suggesting that 

the pit was used as a latrine before being completely infilled. Some dumping of 

rubbish also took place in the shallower pit, with an assemblage of animal bones and 

timber fragments, but the pit was largely allowed to silt up naturally. 

It was difficult to date the sawpits from the finds associated with them — mostly 

fragments of waste timber, with small quantities of Saxo-Norman and medieval 

pottery sherds in the backfill. However, pit saws were not commonly used in the UK 

until the 16th Century (Goodburn, 1992), which provides us with an earliest date for 

the pits‘ period of use. The fact that the land is known to have been enclosed and 

turned to agricultural use in the late medieval/early post-medieval period suggests a 

relatively short period of use, possibly during a construction phase at a building 
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somewhere close by. The poor drainage at the site probably contributed to the 

eventual abandonment and infilling of the pits.  

The presence of the sawpits indicates a ready supply of timber in the area in post-

medieval times. The timber recovered from the pit fill was largely oak, but there were 

also fragments of box, ash, and apple, pear and hawthorn. In addition there were 

some fragments of an unidentified (probably imported) hardwood.19 The location of 

the pits, respecting the remains of the 12th Century Saxo-Norman farmstead building, 

suggests that the timber structure may have been at least partially standing some 

300 years after it was abandoned, and the lack of any obvious road or trackway to 

the site suggests that the timber was processed for use in a nearby location. The 

proximity of St Mary‘s Church, some 50m to the south of the pits, and a medieval 

moated site around 100m to the west, suggest possible destinations for the planks 

produced at the sawpits. 

                                                 
19

 Pollen analysis indicated the presence of spruce, pine, birch and aspen, with spruce in particular not 
being present in the UK until c.1600. Although this does not provide an identification of the hardwood 
fragments found in the pits, it suggests a provenance since this pollen profile is consistent with the 
arboreal forests of Europe at that time. 
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Chapter 5 

The Farnham Park Sawpit: A case study 

 

In the summer of 2006 a putative sawpit was discovered in the grounds of Farnham 

Castle in Surrey. The pit is unusually well-constructed and contains a number of 

interesting features, and constitutes a rare example of a permanent sawpit on the 

grounds of a private estate. Its close proximity to Farnham Castle, with its well-

documented and turbulent history, makes it easy to link the pit with periods of 

construction and repair to the castle itself, and suggests the presence of a permanent 

sawyer‘s yard which may have been used to process timber from the estate destined 

for the great shipyards of London or the south coast, or for construction sites in 

London some forty miles to the north. 

 

The history of Farnham Castle 

Around 1138 Henry de Blois, newly appointed to the Bishopric of Winchester, began 

the construction of a castle at Farnham in Surrey. Farnham had been in the 

possession of the Diocese of Winchester since at least 809, and by the 12th Century 

the Diocese was second only to York in its importance. A castle at Farnham would 

have provided a comfortable and hospitable staging post between the Bishop‘s 

cathedral in Winchester and the seat of power in London.  

The site of Farnham Castle lies in a favoured position on a chalk ridge to the north of 

the present-day town of Farnham. Henry de Blois was the brother of King Stephen, 

and the conspicuous construction of a castle in the Farnham hundred was part of the 

continuing Norman imposition of feudalism on the Saxon English, a process begun 

by Henry and Stephen‘s grandfather William the Conqueror in 1066. 

In the early construction phase during the first half of the 12th Century, earth was 

piled up against the base of an 11m-square keep which contained a well-shaft. In this 

way a solid motte was built, able to carry the weight of a larger tower keep some 15m 

square. It is unclear whether this tower was ever finished, however, because in 1155 

the castle was partially dismantled by Henry II. Henry was engaged in a programme 

of destruction of all the castles built during the reign of King Stephen, a reaction to 

the eighteen-year civil war between Stephen and Matilda (Henry‘s mother and 

Stephen‘s cousin). The English barons had grown overweeningly powerful during the 
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years of conflict, and the early part of Henry II‘s reign was spent in bringing them 

forcibly back into line. The destruction of the castle at Farnham was part of this 

process, although the earthen motte was allowed to remain. 

Building at the castle eventually recommenced around 1190 under Godfrey de Lucy 

(Bishop of Winchester 1174-1189). Many of the buildings constructed during this 

period are still standing today: the hall and chapel, a good proportion of the outer 

walls of the triangular inner ward, and the high shell wall built around the base of the 

earthen motte covering Henry de Blois‘ original keep. A few years later, probably 

during the time of Bishop Peter de la Roche (1205-1238), the space between the 

shell wall and the inner keep was filled in with earth to make a large flat platform 

suitable for further building. 

Construction work was interrupted for a short period in 1216, when the castle was 

captured by the Dauphin Prince Louis of France, who invaded southern England in 

the aftermath of the signing of the Magna Carta. However, ten months later the castle 

was recaptured by William Marshall, 4th Earl of Pembroke who was at that time the 

Regent of England during the minority of Henry III. 

By 1340 the Bishop of Winchester in residence was Adam Orleton (1335-1346), who 

constructed a large D-shaped outer ward around the shell keep and inner ward. 

Several small rectangular towers were built on the outer walls, three of which remain 

today. On the south-western corner was a twin-towered gatehouse, which also still 

stands today although in a heavily altered form. 

A succession of Bishops of Winchester made alterations or additions to the castle. 

Bishop William de Waynflete (1447-86) constructed a brick tower on the south side of 

the inner ward. This tower was altered (or completed) by Bishop Richard Fox (1500-

29), and it now bears his name. 

In 1642, during the English Civil War, the castle was occupied by Parliamentary 

troops but was abandoned by them after the battle of Edgehill in October of that year. 

A Royalist garrison was immediately installed under Sir John Denham, but they were 

only in residence for a matter of two months before they were defeated by a 

revolutionary army led by Sir William Waller in December. 

After the castle‘s capture it was used to house Royalist prisoners, and in 1647 

Parliament ordered the castle to be ―slighted‖, or intentionally damaged, so that it 

could not be effectively re-occupied by hostile forces. The keep and outer ward wall 

were breached and the domestic buildings in the inner ward were extensively 

damaged. The damage to the domestic buildings was repaired by Bishop George 
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Morley (1662-84) during a programme of building works which cost him over £10,000 

(the equivalent of around £1.2 million today). He retained the shell of the medieval 

structure but extensively remodelled the interiors, particularly the Great Hall. 

However, the Parliamentarian breach to the outer ward wall can still be seen today 

(see Figure 8). 

 

 

Figure 8: Farnham Castle today, showing the Bishop‘s Palace in the foreground and the 

slighted Keep in the centre. (Image copyright Paul Farmer 2006.) 

 

Further construction work was carried out by Bishop Brownlow North (1781-1820). 

The Castle passed out of the hands of the Bishops of Winchester in 1932, when the 

Diocese of Guildford was created out of the Diocese of Winchester. Some alterations 

were carried out at this time to provide a residence for the Bishop of Guildford. Since 

1955, however, the inner keep has been in the care of English Heritage while the 

inner ward buildings are in private ownership. The castle is significant in England in 

that it is one of the few buildings to have been in continuous residential use from the 

12th Century through to the 20th. 

 

The Farnham Park sawpit 

In summer 2006 a rectangular pit was discovered in Farnham Park, 100m to the 

north east of the postern gate into Farnham Castle. It was located during an 

archaeological investigation prior to some construction work being carried out on the 

site, which had been acquired by the local cricket club. Figure 9 shows a plan of the 

Castle, with the location of the sawpit marked. 
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Figure 9: Plans of the excavation site. (Image copyright David Graham.) 

 

The pit structure was interpreted as an unusually well-constructed sawpit, although it 

is slightly smaller and shallower than might be expected based on other examples.20 

An excavation of the structure revealed a number of interesting features. Surrounded 

by a gravel surface at ground level, the top part of the pit structure was constructed 

from four courses of late medieval brickwork, probably dating to the late 17th Century. 

The lower level was walled with mortared re-used medieval tooled clunch blocks. The 

fill within the pit was a mix of soil, tile and pot sherds, the latest of these being 

                                                 
20

 It has also been suggested (Shepherd, 2006) that the pit might have been used instead for sawing 
stone, a hypothesis which could be checked via an analysis of the deposits on the floor of the structure. 
However, this analysis will have to wait for a full excavation of the pit at some time in the future. In any 
case, the techniques and tools used for sawing timber and stone in a pit of this type are very similar, so 
that any discussion of the pit and its probable usage can to a certain extent be applied across the two 
possibilities. 
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creamware from the late 18th Century. By one corner there was a possible post base, 

possibly part of a superstructure or roof over the pit. 

The structure measured around 1.5m wide by 4m long, and a floor was eventually 

reached at a depth of around 1.6m. Built into the walls were a series of recessed 

footholds, presumably to allow anyone at work in the pit to climb in and out. Also built 

into the wall at the southern end of the pit was an arched recess. Finally, carved into 

one of the clunch blocks was a graffito, the initials ‗RM‘ and a date, ‗July 21 1764‘. 

Figure 10 shows the pit fully excavated — one can clearly see the recessed footholds 

in the end wall to allow access to the pit, and the solid workmanship of the brick and 

stone walls and floor. 

 

 

Figure 10: The Farnham Park sawpit, fully excavated, showing the recessed footholds. 

(Photograph copyright David Graham) 

 

The size of the bricks, and the fact that the lower walls are largely constructed of re-

used medieval masonry, suggests a construction date some time in the late 17th 

Century, although the pit could also have been a refurbishment of an existing 
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medieval pit (Graham & Graham, in press). However, the late 17th Century date 

coincides with a period when it is known that Bishop George Morley carried out a 

programme of extensive construction and repair work at Farnham Castle in the 

aftermath of the Civil War. The late 18th Century creamware pot sherds found in the 

backfill suggest that the pit was in use for around a century; in any event, it was 

certainly still open on July 21st 1764, as evidenced by the graffito. 

Because of its relative shallowness, the sawpit was probably used by raising logs 

onto wooden trestles or saw benches set above the pit to allow clearance for the 

bottom sawyer to pull his saw through. This method of sawing logs was recorded in 

the 18th Century, during the period that the Farnham sawpit would have been in use 

(Graham, 2007). The top sawyer would stand on the log as it rested on the trestles 

and guide the saw along a straight line, while the bottom sawyer stood underneath in 

the shallow pit with the trestles or tripod giving the extra height he would have 

needed to operate the saw from below. 

The pit itself was probably shielded from the weather by a timber building of some 

sort, evidence for which comes from a post hole excavated near one corner of the pit. 

Because of limitations on the size of the excavation no more post holes were 

discovered, but it is likely that there were at least four and perhaps more, used to 

construct an open-sided building very like the pent-house described by Sturt (1923) 

(Shepherd, 2006). 

The likely presence of this building, providing cover for a permanent sawpit, strongly 

suggests that the pit was a fixture in a carpenter‘s or builder‘s yard. Because of its 

position close against the outer wall of Farnham Castle on the Bishop of 

Winchester‘s private estate, this yard was almost certainly associated with the Castle 

itself. The yard would have been involved in providing materials for renovations and 

repairs to the Castle itself, and may also have processed timber from the estate for 

sale to external buyers (possibly from London, or from the great shipyards on the 

south coast). The position of the yard and its sawpit, directly outside a postern gate 

into the Castle proper and next to a track leading down into the Park, puts them in an 

ideal location for the processing of timber from the heavily-wooded estate before it 

could be used in the Castle or transported elsewhere for sale. 

Sturt (1923) provides corroborating evidence for the presence of a later timber yard 

at Farnham Castle when he relates an anecdote, long remembered in his 

wheelwright‘s yard, of how an estate carpenter ―employed by Bishop Sumner at 

Farnham Castle‖ (p69) built a new wagon in the estate workshop. However, when the 
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vehicle was complete he found it was too wide to pass through the doorway, and had 

to be taken apart in the shop and put back together again outside. Bishop Charles 

Sumner was in residence at Farnham Castle between 1827 and 1869, which is after 

the point at which the excavated sawpit would seem to have gone out of use, and 

Sturt readily admits that the story might well be an invention of some wheelwright to 

―pour contempt upon the craft of carpenters‖ (p69). However, the anecdote does 

indicate the local understanding that substantial woodworking activities took place at 

Farnham Castle, certainly requiring a permanent sawpit. 

Some of the timber sawn at Farnham Castle would undoubtedly have been used in 

renovations or remodelling of the Castle itself, but it is likely that sawn planks would 

also have been sold or transported for use in other projects. The great medieval 

shipyards at Portsmouth, Chatham and Greenwich would have had a constant 

appetite for sawn timber, and Farnham would have been ideally placed to meet this 

need. In this context it is also interesting to note that the majestic hammerbeam roof 

of Westminster Great Hall in London is known to have been fabricated in Farnham at 

the end of the 14th Century during Richard II‘s remodelling of the building (Price, 

1995). The construction of such a piece of architecture would clearly have required a 

sizeable timber yard and a steady supply of timber. Although the exact site of the 

yard is unknown, it is possible that the Bishop William of Wykeham, the incumbent of 

Farnham Castle around that time, might well have allowed the use of the estate 

timber-yard to contribute to such an important and prestigious project. 

There is a later parallel in the records – during 1566–8 Sir Thomas Gresham 

constructed the framework of the Royal Exchange in London using timbers sawn in 

five or six sawpits at Battisford Tye (or Common) in Suffolk.  Battisford Tye was very 

close to Gresham‘s house at Ringshall and most of the timber for the Royal 

Exchange was taken from his own lands, processed at Battisford Tye, and the 

framework for the Royal Exchange transported to London for construction. The 

sawpits were still visible on the Tye in 1665, but are not shown on a tithe map of 

Battisford dated 1842.21 

 

Graffiti in the sawpit 

There are two graffiti in the sawpit, both carved into the stonework lining the walls of 

the pit. Both would seem to have been carved by the same person at around the 
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 Suffolk County Council Sites and Monuments Record, SMR number BAT 005 – MSF13776. 
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same time, since they both show the initials ‗RM‘ and the year 1764. One of them is 

more specific – it shows the date July 21 (a Saturday in 1764). One of the graffiti is 

shown in Figure 11. 

 

 

Figure 11: Graffito in the Farnham Park sawpit, with the initials ‗RM‘ and the date 1764. 

(Photograph copyright David Graham.) 

 

At this distance the exact identity of ‗RM‘ must of course remain uncertain, but a local 

historian has raised the suggestion that the graffiti artist might be a Richard Moth, 

whose father James Moth was known to be a wheelwright in Farnham around this 

time (Heather, 2006). James Moth was registered in 1750 and 1753 as occupying the 

wheelwright‘s premises in West Street, Farnham – the same premises purchased 

later by George Sturt‘s grandfather (Sturt, 1923), and which were also known to have 

been used earlier as a wheelwright‘s shop by George Draper (registered in 1715 and 

1722).22 

Heather (2006) indicated that James Moth had a son, Richard, who had succeeded 

him in the family business by about 1780. One can conjecture that Richard would 

have served an apprenticeship in the wheelwright‘s trade, part of which would have 

undoubtedly included learning to work ‗on the sawpit‘. The sawpit at Farnham Castle 

would probably not have been connected with his father‘s yard, but perhaps Richard 
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 This apparent continuity of use for the same premises is not in itself proof that the Moth family ran a 

wheelwright’s business from the West Street shop. However, it is extremely suggestive.  
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served part of his apprenticeship there, or was hired out by his father when the 

Bishop‘s timber yard needed extra labour.  

If we allow all these conjectures, we arrive at the person of Richard Moth, a literate 

young man apprenticed out by his father to learn the family trade of wheelwright. In 

the summer of 1764 he is serving his time as pitman in the Bishop‘s timber yard at 

Farnham Castle. During a series of work breaks on Saturday 21st July, perhaps when 

the top sawyer above him is sharpening the teeth on the pit saw, Richard takes out a 

small chisel and carves his initials, the date and the year into the stonework of the pit 

wall. The sawpit goes out of use around the end of the 18th Century (as evidenced by 

pottery sherds in the fill), and Richard‘s graffiti remain sealed until the pit is 

excavated in the summer of 2006. 

 

The arched recess – possible parallels 

The brick-built arched recess in the southern end of the Farnham Park sawpit is 

shown in Figure 12. The exact function of this recess is unknown, but its use can be 

conjectured with a measure of certainty. 

 

 

Figure 12: The Farnham Park sawpit niche. (Photograph copyright David Graham.) 

 

The bottom of a sawpit would be a noisy, uncomfortable place to work — stifling and 

dusty when the weather was hot, damp and chill when it was cold, dirty and full of 

sawdust in any weather. The pitman‘s work was physically extremely demanding, 
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since it was he who provided all the power for the downward cutting stroke of the 

saw. All in all, anyone working long hours in these conditions would be in need of 

regular refreshment. 

Therefore, it is possible that the recess or niche in the Farnham Park sawpit was built 

to hold a drink or a snack. It would have kept both out of the way of much of the flying 

sawdust and debris, allowing the bottom sawyer to snatch a moment‘s refreshment 

without having to climb out of the pit — possibly while the log above him was being 

repositioned or replaced, or while the top sawyer was attending to the saw blade. 

Of course, there are other possibilities — the niche would have provided a safe place 

to stand a candle or a lamp to give the bottom sawyer a better view of his work. Also, 

George Sturt (1923) notes that the sawpit in his wheelwright‘s yard in late 19th 

Century Farnham had a ―crevice‖ in its wall for the pitman to keep a tin of linseed oil 

and a rag, to oil the saw blade as necessary. However, anecdotal support for the 

theory that niches in sawpits were also sometimes used to hold refreshments comes 

from Norfolk, where a post-medieval brick-built sawpit in Holme-next-the-Sea has a 

similar recess built into it. 

This sawpit and its recess, now preserved under a modern house and shown in 

Figure 13, was associated with a 19th Century blacksmith‘s workshop. An elderly 

local resident, himself a carpenter, stated that the recess was for standing a pint of 

beer for the man working below.23 It seems reasonable to suggest that the recess in 

the Farnham Park sawpit (and those in other preserved sawpits, such as the four in a 

pit at Erddig in Wales) was used for the same purpose, and probably some or all of 

the alternative functions as well. 
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Figure 13: The Holme sawpit. The niche is visible on the left, with two hand- or foot-holds also 

preserved in the corner of the pit. (Photograph copyright Norfolk Historic Environment Record 

and Ian Bix Associates.) 

 

It is interesting that there is another brick-built recess in Farnham, this time in a 

medieval brick wall. The wall is now in a small public courtyard in the town centre, 

and lies within the medieval town ditch. This second recess is shown in Figure 14, 

and is very similar in construction to the niche in the sawpit (compare with Figure 12 

above). It is possible, although highly conjectural, that the same builders were 

employed in both construction projects. Farnham in the late 17th Century, when the 

Farnham Park sawpit was probably constructed, was a town of around 5000 

inhabitants, and there would have been a small number of builder‘s yards in business 

in the area at that time catering to small industrial, domestic and agricultural needs. It 

is surely not inconceivable in a settlement of this size that the same building 

contractor would have been used in two roughly contemporaneous construction 

projects a few miles apart.  
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Figure 14: The second Farnham niche. (Photograph copyright Chris Shepheard.) 
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Chapter 6 

Sawpits into the
 
Twenty-First Century 

 

Sawpits are part of our rural and industrial heritage. They were used by a skilled and 

hardy breed of men, now long vanished, who by their labours provided the raw 

materials not only for domestic and rural needs but also for the some of the great 

engineering and architectural feats of the Middle Ages. They were driven out of use 

by the march of technology in the early 20th Century, but despite this they remain 

very much alive in the public consciousness. 

Of the thousands of sawpits which once existed, only a few hundred remain in the 

archaeological records, and of these recorded sites just over half have been lost or 

destroyed. Those that do remain are often recognisable only as depressions in 

ancient woodland or fields. Some of the permanently-constructed pits are protected 

underground, often sealed beneath newer buildings or roads. A rare and precious 

few are preserved in their original context, in timber-yards or carpenters‘ workshops, 

but the skills to work them are no longer needed and therefore have been lost. 

Working examples exist solely at Rural Life Museums around the country, keeping 

the ancient timber-working skills alive through demonstration and education. 

The brick-built sawpit at Farnham Park is a rare, well-preserved and unusually well 

provenanced example of the permanent type of sawpit, once situated within a 

working timber-yard and in use for at least a century, probably longer. At the time of 

writing the pit itself is not listed as a site in Surrey‘s Sites and Monuments Record, 

although clearly it is protected within Farnham Castle‘s status as a Scheduled 

Ancient Monument. Surrey lists seven other sawpits in its SMR, of which three are 

still in existence. Two of these are detectable only as earthworks in woodland (at 

Hammond‘s Copse, Newdigate and at Sheepleas, West & East Horsley24), but the 

third, at Horley Row in Horley,25 is more interesting. 

The Horley Row sawpit, some 40 miles from Farnham, is a permanently constructed 

pit preserved in a builders‘ yard. It lies within a timber-framed building that used to 

form part of a wheelwright‘s shop, and although it was first documented in 1780 it is 

thought to date from much earlier, perhaps as early as the 16th Century. The sawpit 

                                                 
24

 Surrey County Council Sites & Monuments Record, SMR numbers 6921 and 5199 respectively. 
25

 Ditto, SMR number 10326. 
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and its associated building are thought to be a unique survival in Surrey, and have 

been given a Grade II listing by the County Council to ensure their preservation. 

Unlike Horley Row the Farnham Park sawpit is not protected by a listing, but it could 

be argued that its association with Farnham Castle and its known provenance make 

it just as important to the history of the local area. The Rural Life Centre, a local 

museum at Tilford, have expressed interest in raising and preserving the pit in its 

entirety and reinstalling it as a working exhibit, where it could be re-introduced to the 

people of Surrey. By virtue of its position in the Castle timber-yard the sawpit is 

inextricably linked to the fabric of Farnham Castle itself as well as to the town of 

Farnham and its inhabitants – especially a man named Richard Moth, who left his 

mark in the stonework of the pit one Saturday in July 1764. 
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Appendix 1 

 

The table shows the number of sawpits recorded in the National Monuments Record 

as well as Sites and Monuments Record and Historical Environment Record archives 

across England, divided by county. Unfortunately at the time of writing the table does 

not represent a full record of every single known sawpit – although all the available 

SMRs and HERs were contacted, a few did not reply. Also, out of those which did 

respond, a number reported that although they had few if any sawpits recorded in the 

archives, the SMR Officers and County Archaeologists often knew of other pits which 

were not recorded or which had been destroyed before they could be catalogued. 

The second data column in the table shows the approximate number of sawpits from 

that county, in the NMR, SNR or HER archive, which are believed to be still extant – 

either visible on the ground or known to be preserved (e.g. under a building). The 

number is approximate because the state of the sawpit site is not always easy to 

ascertain from the sometime sketchy archive reports. In those cases where 

continued existence was uncertain, a best guess has been made. 
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County Total number of 
sawpits recorded in 
SMR/HER archives 

Approx. number of 
recorded sawpits still 
extant (or preserved) 

Bedfordshire 1 1 

Berkshire 2 1 

Buckinghamshire 25 16 

Cambridgeshire 0 0 

Cheshire 21 3 

Cornwall 18 4 

Cumbria 15 0 

Derbyshire 1 1 

Devon 23 7 

Dorset 2 1 

Durham 3 0 

East Sussex 0 0 

Essex 3 3 

Gloucestershire 7 3 

Greater London 3 0 

Greater Manchester 3 0 

Hampshire 3 2 

Herefordshire 108 100 

Hertfordshire 0 0 

Kent 21 14 

Lancashire 4 0 

Leicestershire & Rutland 0 0 

Lincolnshire 0 0 

Norfolk 44 13 

Northamptonshire 1 0 

Northumberland 8 0 

Nottinghamshire 4 1 

Oxfordshire 28 16 

Shropshire 4 0 

Somerset 20 1 

Suffolk 2 0 

Surrey 7 3 

Warwickshire 1 1 

West Sussex 4 4 

Wiltshire 0 0 

Worcestershire 5 3 

Yorkshire 55 9 

Total 446 207 

 

Table 1: The number of sawpits recorded in County Council SMR and HER archives across 

England, divided by county. 

 

 

 


