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Summary

Between  the  20th and  29th September  2011  Oxford  Archaeology  conducted  an

archaeological  watching  brief  at  the  site  of  the  proposed  new  “Soldiers  of

Oxfordshire”  museum to  the  rear  of  the  Oxfordshire  Museum,  Fletchers  House,

Woodstock, Oxfordshire (centered at SP 4439 1684). The watching brief observed

two phases of late post-medieval garden soil overlying post-medieval made ground.

No evidence for any earlier activity such as residual finds or truncated features was

encountered.

1  INTRODUCTION

1.1   Scope of work 

1.1.1 Planning  permission  was  granted  by  Oxfordshire  County  Council  to  demolish  the

existing Pratten Building behind the Oxfordshire County Museum (centred at NGR SP

4439 1684) and to construct a new two storey building and basement to form a new

museum facility (Planning Reference R3.0057/10). Due to the potential disturbance of

archaeological  features  and  the  presence  of  known  sites  of  archaeological  interest

elsewhere on the Fletcher's House site,  a condition requiring that  an archaeological

watching brief be maintained during the period of groundworks was attached. 

1.1.2 Hugh  Coddington,  the  Acting  County  Archaeologist,  issued  a  brief  detailing  the

requirements needed to discharge this condition (OCAS 2011).

1.1.3 Oxford Archaeology (OA) produced a Written Scheme of Investigation (WSI) detailing

how they would implement these requirements during the period of groundworks (OA

2011). 

1.2   Location, geology and topography

1.2.1 The development site is situated on the western side of the conurbation of Woodstock

and is located to the rear of the Oxfordshire County Museum at Fletchers House (Fig.

1). The northern and eastern sides of the development area abut Harrison’s Lane and

Brown’s  Lane  respectively.  Prior  to  work  starting  the  site  was  occupied  by  the

prefabricated “Prattern” building. 

1.2.2 The underlying geology is Great Oolite limestone (Geological Survey of Great Britain,

sheet no. 236) and the site lies at approximately 94m OD.

1.3   Archaeological and historical background

1.3.1 The following is reproduced from the WSI:

            History of Woodstock – An Overview

1.3.2 Whilst the Woodstock area contains no excavated sites from the prehistoric period, the

topographic setting of the area, which lies upon a high limestone plateau overlooking

the river Glyme would probably have proven attractive to early settlement. A number of

flint finds have been recovered from the area around Woodstock including a Mesolithic

blade and a quartzite pebble macehead recovered from within Blenheim park itself. The

earthwork remains of Grim’s Ditch, a probable Bronze age boundary, can be seem in

the northern extent of the Great Park.

1.3.3 Running  across  the  north  end  of  Blenheim  park  is  the  Roman  Akeman  Street

connecting the Roman towns of Verulamium (St. Albans) and Corinium (Cirencester).
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Several Romano-British settlements and farmsteads can be identified within the park

boundary.

1.3.4 The town of Woodstock  to the north-west of Blenheim Palace derives its name from

“place in the woods” (Wudustoc c 1000 AD) which is reflected by much of its history as

the home of a hunting lodge for the kings and queens of England. 

1.3.5 The Royal hunting lodge and park is believed to date from 1113-1114  AD, and may be

the oldest in England, it was thought to have been enclosed by a wall some 7 miles in

circumference. New Woodstock was founded in “waste” ground on the eastern edge of

the park to provide accommodation for the royal retinue of Henry II

1.3.6 By the early sixteenth century Woodstock Palace had fallen into decay with only the

gatehouse habitable. The palace was garrisoned during the Civil War when in 1646 it

was bombarded and the Royalist garrison captured. 

1.3.7 In 1704 the estate of Woodstock was given to the Duke of Marlborough and in 1705 the

building of Blenheim Palace was begun under the direction of Sir John Vanbrugh and

later Nicholas Hawksmoor. The construction of the new palace saw a huge revival in

the fortunes of  the town of  Woodstock,  and many of  its citizens became dependant

upon the palace and estate as the main employer and customer in the area.

               Fletcher's House – A Short History

1.3.8 The history of  Fletcher's  House and its  surrounds has been extensively covered by

Imogen Grundon (2000) and an abridged version is reproduced below.

1.3.9 Following the foundation of New Woodstock burgage plots had been laid out within the

area occupied by Fletcher's house by 1279. There were approximately seven of these

plots, each three perches (c  50 feet) wide contained within the block formed by Park

Street, Brown's Lane, Harrison's Lane and Chaucer's lane. 

1.3.10 The first  record of  a Fletcher occupying the land occurs in  1468/9 when a Thomas

Fletcher is recorded as holding a vacant plot and garden alongside Brown's Lane. In

1526 a second Thomas Fletcher is recorded as holding a house within the block. By

1608/9 Thomas Browne had acquired this house and in 1609 acquired the adjacent plot

to the south.

1.3.11 The Chamberlain's account for Michaelmas 1614 states that Richard Browne owed 4

shillings and 10 pence for his “newe built  house in the Park Gate Street”.  Evidence

within the same account suggests that Browne had demolished houses on both plots in

order to build his new house. A smaller house known as the “Widow's Fletcher House”

remained on the eastern plot, probably the building of which traces were found during

watching briefs conducted in 1994 and 1996.

1.3.12 On  his  death  Thomas  Browne  bequeathed  “my  Messuage  or  Tenement  called

Fletcher's” to his wife, the name appearing to to refer to both houses.

1.3.13 In  the  1680s  the  Widow Fletcher's  house  was  converted  into  a  brewhouse by  the

Fletcher's new owners.

1.3.14 Fletcher's  house  changed  hands  several  times  before  being  acquired  by  Thomas

Walker  in  1789.  Between  1795  and  1800  he  had  demolished  the  brewhouse  and

radically altered the main house in order to update it. A new service range, stable block

and a enclosure wall of brick and stone were also built at this time.

1.3.15 The building remained in private hands until being acquired by the County Fire Service

in 1949 eventually passing into the museum service in the 1960s.

              Previous Archaeological Work 
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1.3.16 OA (then Oxford Archaeological Unit, OAU) carried out a watching brief in 1994 during

the  excavation  of  pipe  trenches  on  the  east  side  of  Fetcher's  House  locating  two

medieval walls, one a possible cellar wall, and a later garden or boundary wall (OAU,

1994). 

1.3.17 Further work was undertaken by AOC in 1998 during the construction of the visitor's

centre, coffee shop and a temporary exhibition centre.  A cobbled surface, together with

a water management system including drains and an underground cistern associated

with the 18th century service range were observed along the western edge of the site

(AOC, 1998). 

2  PROJECT AIMS AND METHODOLOGY

2.1   Aims

2.1.1 The watching brief will aim to:

(i) Preserve by record any archaeological deposits, structures or features encountered

during the course of ground intrusions;

(ii) Seek  to  establish  the  extent,  nature  and  date  of  any  archaeological  deposits,

structures or features encountered within the scope of the ground intrusion;

(iii) To  secure  the  analysis,  conservation  and  long-term  storage  of  any

artefactual/ecofactual material recovered from the site.;

(iv) To disseminate results through the production of a grey literature report.

2.1.2 To date no previous investigations have taken place within the northern end of the site

and this work will be used to enhance the understanding and development of both the

site and the history of Woodstock.

2.2   Methodology

2.2.1 The watching brief was conducted as a series of site visits during any works that had

the  potential  to  disturb  or  destroy  below  ground  archaeological  remains.  These

excavations included a trench dug to expose the density of  the tree roots along the

northern edge of the site prior to piling, a large foundation pit and seven trial pits (Fig.

2).

2.2.2 Hand excavation of  archaeological  features was undertaken to fulfil  the objective of

retrieval of archaeological data affected by the works.

2.2.3 All  features  and  deposits  were  issued  with  unique  context  numbers,  and  context

recording was in accordance with established OA practices. All contexts, and any small

finds and samples from them were allocated unique numbers. Bulk finds were collected

by context.  Black-and-white negative  photographs and a digital  photographic  record

were taken of all trenches, general settings and archaeological features/sections.

2.2.4 Site plans were drawn at an appropriate scale (normally 1:50 or 1:100) with larger scale

plans of features as necessary. Section drawings of features and sample sections of

trenches were drawn at a scale of 1:20. 
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3  RESULTS

3.1   Description of deposits

The Tree Root Trench

3.1.1 This  measured approximately  1.8 m wide and 12 m long and was hand dug to an

average depth of 0.85 m in order to expose the roots of a walnut tree protected by a

Tree Preservation Order (Fig. 2). The ground sloped sharply down to the north from the

gardens to the rear of the museum down to the site of the now demolished building, a

drop of approximately 1.1 m.

3.1.2 A layer of light grey-brown clay silt (3) was exposed both in the base of the trench and

in the bottom of  the section (Fig. 3,  Section 1).  This deposit  produced fragments of

brick, 19th century clay pipe stem and creamware pottery. Overlying this deposit was a

0.38 m deep layer of grey-brown clay silt (2). This deposit also contained fragments of

clay pipe stem and creamware. 

3.1.3 A ledge approximately 0.5 m wide and 0.5 m deep had been cut into the northern face

of this layer and a short length (2.5 m long) of roughly built stone walling, 0.5 m high

and  a  single  stone  c  0.15  m  in  width  (4)  constructed.  This  was  a  probable

retaining/terrace wall. A fragment of red brick was observed within the bottom course of

this wall. The dimensions of the fragment suggest an 18th or 19th century date giving a

cut off date for its construction. 

3.1.4 Backed up behind the wall and overlying layer 2 elsewhere was a 0.26 m deep layer of

dark grey-brown clay silt loam (1).

The Foundation Pad Pit

3.1.5 This measured approximately 2.5 m square and was dug to a maximum depth of 1.8 m

using a machine fitted with a toothless 0.8 m bucket (Fig. 2).

3.1.6 The top of the underlying bedrock, an iron-stained limestone (11) was encountered at a

depth of 1.7m below the current ground level (Fig. 3, Section 2). This was overlaid by a

layer of weathered and fractured limestone in an olive-grey clay matrix (10) measuring

up  to  0.28  m  in  depth.  Covering  this  layer  was  a  0.2  m  deep  band  of  fractured

limestone (9). 

3.1.7 This in turn was overlaid by a 0.6 m deep layer of olive-grey clay (8) which contained

occasional small specks of abraded limestone. Capping this was a 0.15 m deep layer of

yellow-orange clay silt containing numerous small fragments of finely weathered iron

stained limestone (7).  A layer of  grey-brown clay silt  (6),  0.25 m deep (a probable

continuation of layer 3) overlaid layer 7. A 0.25 m deep layer of dark grey-brown clay silt

loam (5) completed the section. This deposit is a probable continuation of layer 2.

Trial Pits

3.1.8 A total of seven of these pits were dug. Two were dug against the boundary wall and a

further five were dug throughout the proposed footprint of the new building (Fig. 2). 

Trial Pit 1

3.1.9 This was dug against the inside of the boundary wall in the north-west corner of the

site, measured 1.8 m long, 0.65 m wide and was excavated to a depth of 1.4 m (Fig. 3,

Section 3).
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3.1.10 A layer of yellow-brown clay silt (15) was encountered at a depth of 0.9 m below ground

level.  This deposit  could be seen to be in excess of 0.6 m deep in the section and

contained numerous fragments of broken brick (construction debris ?). Covering 15 was

a layer of compacted rubble (14), a mixture of whole and broken bricks together with

occasional  stone  fragments.  This  deposit  sloped  down to  the  north  and  measured

between  0.25 m and 0.45 m in depth. Overlying the rubble was a layer of grey-brown

clay  silt  loam (13)  measuring  between  0.2  m and  0.45  m in  depth.  This  produced

fragments of brick. A stone slab surface (12) had been laid directly upon layer 13.

3.1.11 All  the  above deposits  butted up to  the boundary wall  (16)  with  no  evidence for  a

construction (foundation) trench visible in section. The bottom 1 m height of wall 16 was

constructed using roughly dressed limestone blocks measuring approximately 0.3 m x

0.2 m x 0.18 m set in a lime mortar. The bottom courses of the stonework stepped out

slightly forming a “toe” at the base of the wall. Above this (with four courses set below

the current  ground level)  the  wall  was  built  using  red  unfrogged hand made bricks

measuring  0.23 m x  0.114 m x  0.56  m,  again  laid  in  a  lime mortar,  using  English

Stretcher Bond. 

Trial Pit 2

3.1.12 This  was  dug  against  the  inside  of  the  boundary  wall  roughly  in  the  centre  of  the

northern run of the wall, and measured 1.6 m long, 0.65 m wide and was excavated to

a depth of 1.5 m (Fig. 3, Section 4).

3.1.13 A yellowish grey-brown clay silt (23) was encountered at a depth of 0.85 m below the

current ground level. This layer contained a large percentage of small to medium sub-

angular limestone fragments and measured in excess of 0.65 m deep in the section.

Overlying 23 was a 0.3 m deep layer of grey-brown clay silt (22), a mixture of whole

and  broken  bricks  together  with  occasional  stone  fragments.  This  too  contained  a

quantity of  small  sub-angular limestone fragments. Covering 22 was a layer of  dark

grey-brown clay silt  loam (21) measuring 0.4 m in depth.  This contained occasional

fragments of brick and stone. This was overlaid by a 0.2 m deep layer of demolition

debris (20).

3.1.14 As in Trial  Pit  1 all  the above deposits butted up to the boundary wall  (16) with no

evidence  for  a  construction  cut  visible  in  section.  The  construction  of  wall  16  was

identical to that exposed within Trial Pit 1. 

Trial Pit 3

3.1.15 This was in the south-west corner of the demolished building footprint, and measured 2

m long and 1 m wide and was excavated to a depth of 1 m (Fig. 3, Section 5).

3.1.16 The top of the underlying weathered bedrock (34) was reached at a depth of 0.95 m

below ground level. Overlying this was a 0.2 m deep layer of olive-grey clay (33). Above

33 was a 0.2 m deep layer of similar olive-grey clay (32) but which contained a quantity

of small sub-angular limestone fragments.

3.1.17 Layer 32 was covered by a 0.3 m deep layer of grey-brown clay silt loam (31), this in

turn was overlaid by a 0.18 m deep layer of grey-brown silt loam mixed with demolition

material (30).
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Trial Pit 4

3.1.18 This  was  dug  approximately  in  the  centre  of  the  southern  edge of  the  demolished

building. It measured 1.9 m long, 1.5 m wide and was excavated to a depth of 1.8 m

(Fig. 4, Section 6).

3.1.19 A layer of loose small to medium sized limestone fragments (43) was encountered at a

depth of 0.6 m below the current ground level. These stones were covered in a yellow-

brown clay but in insufficient quantities to bind the material together. The deposit could

be seen to be in excess of 1.2 m deep within the section, but because of the instability

of the material the base of the deposit was not exposed.

3.1.20 Overlying 43 was a 0.3 m deep layer of olive-grey clay (42) containing occasional small

sub-angular  limestone fragments.  This was covered by a 0.2 m deep layer  of  grey-

brown clay silt  loam (41), similar to layer 31. Above 41 was a 0.08 m deep layer of

mixed grey-brown silt loam and demolition debris (40).

Trial Pit 5

3.1.21 Trial  Pit  5  was  located  against  the  northern  edge  of  the  demolished  building.  It

measured approximately 1.9 m square and was dug to a depth of 0.9 m (Fig. 4, Section

7).

3.1.22 A layer  of  olive-grey clay (52) was exposed at  a depth of  0.7 m below the current

ground level.  This  was covered by a 0.5 m deep layer  of  grey-brown clay silt  loam

containing many small angular stone fragments (51). Overlying 51 was a 0.2 m deep

layer of grey-brown silt loam (50).

Trial Pit 6

3.1.23 This  was excavated close to the north-eastern corner of  the demolished building.  It

measured 2 m long, 1 m wide and was excavated to a depth of 1.8 m (Fig. 3, Section

8).

3.1.24 A layer of small to medium sized sub-angular limestone fragments bound in a yellow-

brown clay matrix (63) was encountered at a depth of 1 m below the current ground

level. The base of the deposit was not exposed.

3.1.25 Covering 63 was a 0.5 m deep layer of grey-brown clay silt loam containing occasional

small sub-angular limestone fragments (62). Above 62 was a 0.4 m deep layer of dark

grey-brown silt loam (61). This was overlain by was a 0.08 m deep layer of mixed grey-

brown silt loam and demolition debris (60).

Trial Pit 7

3.1.26 This was located in the south-eastern corner of the demolished building's footprint. It

measured 2 m long, 1.3 m wide and was excavated to a depth of 1.5 m (Fig. 3, Section

9).

3.1.27 The weathered top of the underlying bedrock (73) was encountered at a depth of 1.4 m

below the current ground level. This was overlaid by a 0.85 m deep layer of small to

medium sized sub-angular limestone fragments in a olive/yellow-brown clay matrix (72),

which was very similar to layer 63.

3.1.28 Above 72 was a 0.3 m deep layer of grey-brown clay silt loam containing occasional

small sub-angular limestone fragments (71). Covering 71 was a 0.2 m deep layer of

dark grey-brown silt loam (70). 
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3.2   Finds

3.2.1 Late 18th,  19th and 20th century dating  evidence was found throughout  the  tree root

trench and trial pits 1 and 2, and from the upper deposits of trial pits 3, 4, 5, 6 and 7

and the foundation pad pit. The vast majority of this assemblage consisted of fragments

of bricks emanating from the construction of the buildings and boundary wall or from

subsequent demolition.  A small number of sherds of pottery and clay pipe stem were

recovered  from  the  garden  soils  1,  2,  3  and  5.  No  artefacts  pre-dating  the  post-

medieval period were observed.

3.2.2 The presence of the brick fragments was noted but they were not retained; all other

artefacts were retained.

3.3   Environmental remains

3.3.1 No deposits suitable for palaeo-environmental sampling were encountered during the

course of the watching brief.

4  DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSIONS

4.1.1 The underlying natural, an iron-stained limestone, was only exposed within three of the

excavations, the foundation pit (layer 11), Trial Pit 3 (layer 34) and Trial Pit 7 (layer 73).

Overlying this and exposed in the base of the excavations elsewhere were layers of

clay. Pockets of extremely shattered limestone were observed within three of the trial

pits-4, 6 and 7. The shattering was probably caused by frost action.

4.1.2 Within the southern edge of the development area the natural deposits were overlaid by

a sequence of garden soils, all dated to between the late 18th and 20th centuries.

4.1.3 In the northern edge of the area, particularly along the boundary wall the garden soils

overlay made ground.

4.1.4 Extrapolation from the excavations suggests that the natural slope of the land tips down

to the north-east towards the River Glyme. Given the stratigraphy exposed within the

trial pits, particularly numbers 1 and 2, it is probable that the northern edge of the site

has been terraced by depositing layers of made ground, possibly simultaneously with

the construction of the boundary wall.

4.1.5 It is possible that earlier horizons might survive underneath the layers of made ground

butting up against the boundary wall, and that any further work in this area, particularly

those exceeding 1.5 m in depth such as underpinning the boundary wall, may impact

upon these deposits.

4.1.6 The observations from the watching brief suggest that the development area has not

been subject to the same level of occupation as the southern half of the site fronting

Park Street. It is probable that this area was used as part of the kitchen garden for the

properties and as such was not  impacted upon. The depth of worked (garden) soils

lying directly above natural deposits would also suggest that this area was cultivated.

4.1.7 It  is possible that  the original slope of  the ground precluded the use of the land for

dwellings and hence its use for cultivation until terracing in the 18th/ 19th centuries.

4.1.8 No evidence for any activity (such as residual finds or truncated features) pre-dating the

18th century was observed during the course of the watching brief. The observations

made during the watching brief correspond to those made during previous work on the

site, where all the archaeological and structural evidence is concentrated either along

the frontage of Park Street or along the western edge of the site.
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APPENDIX A.  ARCHAEOLOGICAL CONTEXT INVENTORY

Context Type Depth Width Length Comments Finds Date

Tree Root Trench

1 Layer 0.25 m - - Garden soil Pot, brick,

clay pipe

C19th/ C20th

2 Layer 0.35 m - - Garden soil Pot, brick,

clay pipe

C19th/ C20th

3 Layer > 0.2 m - - Garden soil Pot, brick,

clay pipe

C18th/ C19th

4 Wall 0.5 m 0.25 m 2.5 m Terrace wall Brick C19th/ C20th

Foundation Pit

5 Layer 0.25 m - - Garden soil Pot, brick,

clay pipe

C19th/ C20th

6 Layer 0.25 m - - Garden soil Pot C18th/ C19th

7 Layer 0.15 m - - Colluvium - -

8 Layer 0.6 m - - Natural clay - -

9 Layer 0.2 m - - Band of limestone - -

10 Layer 0.28 m - - Natural clay - -

11 Layer > 0.1 m - - Bedrock - -

Trial Pit 1

12 Surface 0.07 m - - Stone slab surface - C20th

13 Layer 0.25 m - - Garden soil Pot C18th - C20th

14 Layer 0.4 m - - Made ground,

construction

debris

Brick C18th/ C19th

15 Layer 0.4 m - - Made ground,

construction

debris

Brick C18th/ C19th

16 Wall C4 m 0.55 m 20 m + Boundary wall Brick C18th/ C19th

Trial Pit 2

20 Layer 0.2 m - - Demolition layer Brick C20th

21 Layer 0.4 m - - Garden soil Pot C18th - C20th
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22 Layer 0.3 m - - Made ground Brick C18th/ C19th

23 Layer > 0.5 m - - Made ground Brick C18th/ C19th

Trial Pit 3

30 Layer 0.18 m - - Demolition layer Brick C20th

31 Layer 0.3 m - - Garden soil Pot C19th/ C20th

32 Layer 0.2 m - - Garden soil Pot C18th/ C19th

33 Layer 0.2 m - - Natural clay - -

34 Layer > 0.1 m - - Bedrock - -

Trial Pit 4

40 Layer 0.08 m - - Garden soil Pot C19th/ C20th

41 Layer 0.2 m - - Garden soil Pot C18th/ C19th

42 Layer 0.3 m - - Natural clay - -

43 Layer > 1.2 m - - Shattered bedrock - -

Trial Pit 5

50 Layer 0.2 m - - Garden soil Brick C19th/ C20th

51 Layer 0.5 m - - Garden soil Brick C18th/ C19th

52 Layer > 0.25

m

- - Natural clay - -

Trial Pit 6

60 Layer 0.1 m - - Demolition layer Brick C20th

61 Layer 0.4 m - - Garden soil Brick C19th/ C20th

62 Layer 0.5 m - - Garden soil - C18th/ C19th

63 Layer > 0.9 m - - Shattered bedrock - -

Trial Pit 7

70 Layer 0.4 m - - Garden soil Pot C19th/ C20th

71 Layer 0.5 m - - Garden soil Pot C18th/ C19th

72 Layer > 0.9 m - - Shattered bedrock - -

73 Layer > 0.1 m - - Bedrock - -
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APPENDIX C.  SUMMARY OF SITE DETAILS

Site name: Soldiers  of  Oxfordshire,  Oxfordshire  Museum,  Woodstock,

Oxfordshire

Site code: WOSOOX11

Grid reference: Centred at SP 4439 1684

Type of watching brief: Hand and machine excavation of a tree root trench, foundation

pad and 7 test pits

Date and duration of project: 22nd to 29th September 2011, 4 Site visits

Area of site: Approximately 2500 m2

Summary of results: The watching brief observed several phases of post-medieval

worked  soil  overlying  post-medieval  made  ground  forming  a

terrace along the northern edge of the site.

Location of archive: The archive will be deposited with Oxfordshire County Museum

Service under the Accession Number OXCMS:2011.151 
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Reproduced from the Landranger 1:50,000 scale by permission of the Ordnance 

Survey on behalf of The Controller of Her Majesty's Stationery Office

© Crown Copyright 1997. All rights reserved. Licence No. AL 100005569

Figure 1: Site location
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Figure 2: Site plan
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Figure 3: Sections 1-51:25
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