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WHAT DID WE DISCOVER?
ASHBURTON PARK
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HELLO, TIME DETECTIVES!  
 
In May 2026, children, families, volunteers and archaeologists explored the ground around 
Ashburton Hall in Croydon. 

They wanted to find out what was left of buildings that once stood in the park. Some clues were 
found by digging test pits. Other clues were found with machines that can look below the grass 
without digging. 

This report tells you what the team did, what they found and why it matters. 

THE MOST IMPORTANT RULE IN ARCHAEOLOGY 
IS SIMPLE .....

We only say what the

evidence allows us to say. 
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THE BIG STORY IN 60 SECONDS  
�

1788
A large house 

called Stroud Green 
House was built 

here.

	
1800s

 more buildings were 
added, including a 

convent, a cloister and 
a lodge.

�
 1924

 more buildings were 
added, including a 

convent, a cloister and 
a lodge.

�
 1927

 Most of the 
old house was 

demolished.

�
2026

Archaeologists 
found part of a buried 
brick foundation and 

signs of more walls 
under the 

The grounds 
became the public 

park we know today. 
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WHY DID ARCHAEOLOGISTS 
COME TO THE PARK?  

Ashburton Park looks like a green open space, but its ground holds the remains of older buildings, 
paths, gardens and ponds. 

The project was part of the wider restoration of the park. It gave local people a chance to help 
investigate their own neighbourhood and learn how archaeologists work. 

The team had three main questions: 

	• Could any parts of the old buildings still survive underground? 	

	• Could maps and survey results help us 

understand where the buildings once stood? 	

	• Could local children and adults take part in 

real archaeological work?  
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A QUICK JOURNEY THROUGH 
TIME   
Before the big house 
Long ago, this part of Croydon was much more rural. Woodside was mentioned 
in written records in the 1300s, and the area was close to the Great North 
Wood. 

1788: Stroud Green House 

A large house was built in 1788, probably for landowner Joseph Humphrey. It 
became known as Stroud Green House. Maps show gardens, trees, paths and 
water nearby. 

The Victorian years 

In 1878, Father Arthur Tooth bought the estate. He added several 
buildings, including a convent, a cloister, a lodge and other structures. 
The convent building later became Ashburton Hall. People lived, worked 
and received care at the site. Some of those people had been sick or left 
with parents or carers.   

A public park 

Croydon Corporation bought the estate in 1924. Much of the Georgian house 
was demolished in 1927. The convent building became a library, and the 
grounds became Ashburton Park. The park continued to change. Paths, sports 
areas, play spaces, ponds and other features were added or removed. Two 
bombs fell in the park during the Second World War, causing damage nearby.  
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2. Assessment
Historic Context

John Rocque’s map of Surrey (1762) show that until the end 
of the 18th Century, the site was in an arable field between 
two roads, in a predominantly rural area, near the village of 
Woodside to the north. Woodside was first mentioned in 1332, 
and is thought to signify its location adjacent to the Great North 
Wood. This was an extensive natural oak woodland, stretching 
from Croydon to Camberwell, which gave its name to the various 
‘Norwoods’ in the area. The area, with its heavy soil, was more 
suitable for grazing rather than agriculture.

The history of the site and the surrounding area before this time 
is covered within the Archaeological Desk-Based Assessment 
by MOLA, 2023, chronicling the Prehistoric period (800,000 BC) 
through to the beginning of the post-medieval period (AD1485).

The main house was built in 1788, most likely by Joseph 
Humphrey. The Croydon Rate Book of 1778 shows that he 
owned the Woodside lands, and this is corroborated by Thomas 
Bainbridge’s Croydon Parish map of 1800. This was around the 
time of Croydon’s enclosure, which took place during the era of 
parliamentary enclosure.

It appears that Joseph Humphrey owned several parcels of 
land in the area. The map shows a house located in one of his 
fields (number 786), with a border of mixed woodland to the site 
perimeter and a small path connecting to the northwest and one 
of Humphreys’ other fields (number 782). The northernmost part 
of Ashburton Park (the sports pitches and beyond) were two 
separate fields, labelled ‘Barn Field’ and ‘Woods Mead’ further 
to the northeast and bordering Spring Lane, owned by Richard 
Woodyer, who also owned several other parcels of land. 

The manor house was named ‘Stroud Green House’, after 
‘Stroud Green Common’ which is a 12-acre stretch of land on 
the south side of Lower Addiscombe Road. ‘Stroud Green Farm’ 
is also along the south boundary, on top of what is now Stroud 
Green Way. The old English name Stroud, or Strōd refers to a 
‘marshy land overgrown with brushwood’. The Roberts Croydon 
Parish Map of 1847 appears to show a linear pond on the east 
boundary, nestled within a strip of mixed woodland on either 
side, highlighting the requirement for drainage.

In 1865, the house and the estate became known as Byculla 
Park, when the property passed into the hands of Mr Tanner. The 
name Byculla deriving from a suburb in south Mumbai (Bombay), 
linked to the British East India Company which had connections 
in the local area. The ‘East India Company Military Seminary’ 
was a British military academy at Addiscombe Place, which was 
one of four great houses in the area, the others being Brickwood, 
Ashburton House (which stood on the corner of Addiscombe 
Road and Northampton Road, and not associated with the 
current Ashburton Park), and Stroud Green House. Addiscombe 
Place opened in 1809, with its main purpose to train young 
officers to serve in the Honourable East India Company’s (HEIC) 
own army in India. It’s possible that Mr Tanner had connections 
with the East India Company or with India itself. 

The estate reverted to its old name of Stroud Green House in 
1869, when Henry Dorling purchased the house and grounds 
and lived there until he died in 1873. Dorling’s father was a 
bookseller in Epsom, and the young Henry was apprenticed 
to a printer in London. In 1834, Henry, a horserace enthusiast, 
returned to his father’s business where he printed race cards 
for the course, becoming the first Clerk of Epsom Racecourse. 
It’s no coincidence that three years before Dorling purchased 
the estate, Croydon Racecourse opened in 1866 on the land 
occupied by Stroud Green Farm, now the site of Oasis Academy 
Shirley Park and Ashburton Playing Fields. This prompted the 
opening of a railway station at Woodside (now Woodside Tram 
Stop) in 1871, which attracted a growing number of racegoers 
from London. Racehorses were also transported here, and the 
reason why a ramp was constructed, to link the lower level of the 
station to the road level, enabling horses to be ridden from the 
train.

Following the death of Henry Dorling in 1873, the main house 
and its grounds were purchased in 1878 by Father Arthur Tooth, 
a ritualist priest in the Church of England and a member of the 
Society of the Holy Cross. He was at the centre of a scandal 
and prosecuted in 1876 under the Public Worship Regulation 
Act in 1877, before he bought the estate, for using proscribed 
liturgical practices at his Church in Hatcham. Following his 
prison sentence he could not find another living but, as he had 
private means, in 1878 he was able to buy the Stroud Green 
estate with its existing house and gardens. He built a Convent 
(now Ashburton Hall and Locally Listed), a Cloister joining to 
the main house, The Lodge which became the servant quarters 
for the house, a stable, and several other outbuildings. The 
Convent became the base for an order of six Anglican nuns (the 
Sisterhood of the Holy Paraclete who had existed since 1871 at 
Hatcham) and he established St. Michael’s Orphanage for boys 
(founded in Hatcham in 1872), both of whom Tooth devoted 
himself to the care of. In 1880 he also added St. Raphael’s 
hospice for women who were ‘drunkards’ or ‘inebriates’ 
separated into three social classes who were to be cured by 
Father Tooth’s powers of ‘auto-suggestion’. The sisters provided 
care for the female patients in the main house, and Tooth for 
the men who lived in the village. Finally, in 1884, a separate 
department to the orphanage for girls was added, known as St 
Gabriel’s Orphanage. 

The Convent building is dated 1882 with a bellcote dated 1883. 
The Building News of March 7th 1884 carried an illustration of 
St. Raphael’s Hospital Woodside Croydon for Women suffering 
from intemperance by architects Somers Clarke Junior and J 
T Micklethwaite FSA. A panel in the bottom right-hand corner 
stated, ‘The building has been commenced and is now in course 
of erection’ and a panel in the bottom right hand corner stated 
that the Quadrangle consisted of nine houses a chapel and a 
refectory and that each house accommodates twelve inmates. 
Unfortunately, it appears that only one side of the quadrangle 
of this scheme was ever built and while the present building 

John Rocque’s map of Surrey (1762) Ordnance Survey 6”:mile map (1872) © Reproduced with the permission of the 
National Library of Scotland www.maps.nls.uk

Bainbridge’s Parish Map (1800) Henry Dorling, © Bourne Hall Museum Father Arthur Tooth

Roberts Croydon Parish map (1847), © Museum of Croydon Collection St Michael’s Orphanage, Woodside, , © Peter Higginbotham

Father  
Arthur Tooth
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HOW DO YOU INVESTIGATE A 
PARK? 

Method 1: Digging test pits 

The archaeologists opened eight small areas called test pits. Each pit was carefully measured and 
dug by hand. 

They looked for changes in the soil, layers of rubble, walls and objects. Every clue was recorded 
before the soil was removed and those clues were placed into labelled trays at each test pit. 

Method 2: Looking underground without digging 

The team also used geophysics. This means using scientific equipment to spot differences below 
the ground. 

	• Ground-penetrating radar, or GPR, sends signals into the ground and records the 

echoes. 

	• Earth resistance measures how easily a tiny electrical current moves through the soil. 

	• Magnetometry measures very small changes in the earth's magnetic field.  

Different materials can produce different readings. A wall may give a different result from a ditch, a 
drain or ordinary soil.  
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WHAT DID THE DIGGING FIND?  

A real buried wall 

The clearest discovery came from Test Pit 8. The team uncovered part of a brick foundation 
covered with hard white mortar. 

Its position suggests that it belonged to one of the former buildings near Ashburton Hall. Only a 
small part was visible, so the team could not prove exactly which room or wall it belonged to. 

Rubble from old buildings 

Several test pits contained broken brick, tile and mixed soil. These layers were probably left behind 
when buildings were demolished or changed during the 1900s. 

Three test pits did not contain any structures. That information still matters because it helps 
archaeologists understand where remains survive and where they do not. 

Small finds, big clues 

The team found objects and fragments from the more recent history of the site, mostly from the 
1800s and 1900s. 

	• pieces of pottery and glass 

	• roofing slate and roof tile 

	• nails and brick 

	• animal bone 

	• part of a graphite stylus, used for writing or drawing 
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	• a fragment of marble fireplace surround 

	• a small piece of a copper brooch 

None of these objects was treasure. Archaeologists do not 
need treasure to learn something useful. Everyday objects 
can show how people lived, repaired buildings and changed 
a place over time. In fact, archaeologists rarely find the 
types of treasures that you might see in movies. 
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WHAT DID THE MACHINES FIND?  

The shape of the former hall 

GPR produced the clearest survey results. It showed straight and rectangular 
shapes below the grass that match the old building shown on historic maps. 

The results may show outside walls, some inside walls, entrances, circular 
corner features and possible staircases. The word possible is important 
because geophysics shows patterns, and archaeologists must interpret what 
caused them. 
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An old path 

The earth resistance survey picked up a strong line 
that matches the position of a former path leading 
towards the hall. 

Drains and modern metal 

Magnetometry did not find clear traces of the old 
buildings. Most of its results came from drains, 
underground services, modern metal and disturbed 
ground. 

A herringbone-shaped drainage system was found 
in the area of a former pond or lake. This may help 
people understand why that part of the park can still 
become wet. 
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HOW DID ALL THE CLUES FIT 
TOGETHER? 
 

The dig, the machines and the old maps worked best when they were used together. 

	• The dig proved that at least one brick foundation still survives. 

	• GPR showed a much wider pattern of possible walls and surfaces. 

	• Historic maps helped the team compare the underground shapes with buildings 

that once stood there. 

	• The survey also revealed paths, drains and changes to the park landscape.  

Archaeologists still do not have a perfect map of everything underground. Some remains may 
be too deep, too broken or too similar to the surrounding soil to appear clearly. 
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WHY WAS THIS A 
COMMUNITY PROJECT? 
Local children, families and volunteers were invited to take part in 
the work. School groups visited during the first week, and bookable 
community sessions took place during the second week. Participants 
could help with excavation, wash finds, do archaeological drawing, learn 
about animal bones and try three kinds of geophysical survey. 

That matters because archaeology belongs to everybody. Taking part can 
help people: 

	• learn new practical skills 

	• work as a team 

	• ask questions about evidence 

	• understand how their local area has changed 

	• feel more connected to a place they use every day  

The reports do not give a final total for every participant or measure the 
project's long-term effect. This means we should celebrate what was 
delivered without inventing numbers or making claims the evidence 
cannot support. 
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SO, WHAT DID WE DISCOVER? 
 

Parts of the former buildings survive beneath Ashburton Park. 

	• A brick foundation was found in Test Pit 8. 

	• GPR traced more possible walls and building features. 

	• An old path was detected. 

	• Drainage and modern services were mapped. 

	• Most of the objects came from the 1800s and 1900s. 

	• Local people helped carry out real archaeological work.  

The project discovered more than one dramatic object. It built a clearer picture of how the park 
changed from a private estate into a public place. 
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BE AN EVIDENCE DETECTIVE 
 
Good archaeologists separate facts from ideas. Here are great examples of facts and ideas: 

What the evidence shows What archaeologists think may be 
true

A brick foundation was uncovered in Test 
Pit 8.

It may have been an internal wall of a 
former building.

GPR showed straight and rectangular 
shapes underground.

Some of these shapes may be walls, 
entrances or staircases.

A line matched the position of an old path 
on historic maps.

It was probably part of the route leading 
towards the hall.

A drainage system was recorded near the 
former pond area.

It may help explain why the ground there 
still becomes wet.
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ARCHAEOLOGY WORDS  
 

Archaeology:  The study of people in the past using the things and places they 
left behind. 

Test pit:  A small area dug carefully to find out what is below the ground. 

Foundation:  The strong base beneath a wall or building. 

Geophysics: Using scientific equipment to investigate underground without 
digging. 

GPR: Ground-penetrating radar. It sends signals into the ground and records echoes. 

Deposit: A layer of soil, rubble or other material. 

Historic map: An old map that helps us see how a place has changed. 

Interpretation: An explanation based on the evidence. 

Archive: The collection of records, plans, photographs and information kept after 
a project. 



18

THREE QUESTIONS TO THINK 
ABOUT   

Why can a broken piece of pottery be 
useful to an archaeologist? 
 

Why is it important to use the word 
‘possible’ when talking about some 
geophysical results? 
 

What would you like archaeologists to 
investigate next in Ashburton Park or 
your neighborhood?
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WHERE THIS INFORMATION 
CAME FROM  
 

This children's report is based on AOC 
Archaeology Group's archaeological 
evaluation report and geophysical survey 
report for Ashburton Park. Both reports 
were prepared for Croydon Council 
after fieldwork in May 2026. The original 
reports contain the full technical details, 
maps, survey results and archaeological 
records. 
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