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Watching Brief at 35–37 Claremont Road, Rear of 32–34 Fratton 

Road, Portsmouth (2004/961) 

By MF Garner BA AIFA 

 

Archaeology Unit report 669 

National grid reference SZ 6515 0013 

Accession Number 2004/961 

 

1 Summary 

Groundworks for the construction of a block of four flats at 35–37 Claremont Road 

were observed on behalf of J Smitherman. Trenches exposed natural deposits, 

deposits of uncertain date, and modern contexts. Buried soil with small quantities of 

cultural material probably had formed the ground surface before the area was 

developed. Medieval Fratton was not identified at this watching brief but much of the 

site had been disturbed by modern building work. 

 

2 Introduction 

The Archaeology Unit of Southampton City Council carried out a watching brief on 

groundworks for a block of four flats on behalf of J Smitherman. The planning 

application number is A*12330/AB. The site is at 35–37 Claremont Road and backs 

onto 32–34 Fratton Road (Fig 1). Fieldwork was carried out by G Dall between 13 

and 29 September 2004. The project was managed by MF Garner and this report 

was edited by AD Russel. 

 

3 Historical and Archaeological Background 

The site is in Fratton, in the southern part of Portsea Island. Fratton was mentioned 

in a charter of Ethelred (978–1016) and in the Domesday Book (1086), and was a 

village or hamlet. Spelling variations include Frodintone and Frodition in the 11th to 

13th centuries (VCH 1908, 195). ‘The manor was held of Edward the Confessor by 

Chetel, and was among the lands obtained by William de Warenne under William I’ 

(ibid, 196). ‘In 1599–1600 an apportionment of the common land belonging to the 

two manors of Fratton and Portsea took place, but the common of Fratton was not 

inclosed till 1786’ (idem). ‘Throughout the period 10th to 19th century Fratton had 

been a village or hamlet surrounded by fields, continuing as an agrarian 
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community until the 1880s’ (Fox 1983, 40). 

 

Excavations at Fratton Bridge (SZ 6514 9998), about 200m to the south of the 

present site, were within the area of early-modern Fratton Farm. The work revealed 

Bronze Age flints, medieval (13–14th century) pottery, and 18th- and 19th-century 

evidence of cultivation including plough furrows (Fox 1983, 40). Investigations at 

both Carlisle Road (SZ 6500 9997) and Froddington Road (SZ 6491 9988), about 

300m to the south-west of the present site, revealed 13–14th-century pottery and 

18–19th-century plough furrows (ibid, 42). Evidence from these investigations in 

Fratton ‘would suggest that there was a settlement close by from early medieval 

times’ (idem). 

 

‘A map from 1716 shows farmland in the area of the proposed development. A later 

map (from 1773) shows just a few buildings appearing in the area of Fratton Road, 

which has long been one of the major routes across Portsea Island’ (Stevens 2004, 

2). 

 

A warehouse stood on the site before its demolition as part of the current 

redevelopment. 

 

4 Aims and Objectives 

The main aims of the investigation were ‘to investigate the human use of the area, 

and to record the nature of the natural deposits’ (SCC 2004, 2). 

 

5 Site Location and Topography 

The site is in Fratton, in the southern part of Portsea Island, Portsmouth. The site is 

at 35–37 Claremont Road and backs onto 32–34 Fratton Road (Fig 1). The natural 

topography is obscured by urban development. The modern ground surface is at 

about 6.4m OD and slopes gently down to the west. 

 

The surface geological deposits in the area are Valley Brickearth above Plateau 

Gravel (GSGB 1976). These deposits are above the Bagshot Beds. 
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6 Fieldwork Methodology 

The methodology followed that detailed in the Archaeological Project Brief (Stevens 

2004, 3–4) and the Archaeological Project Specification (SCC 2004, 2–4). The 

Portsmouth City Archaeologist recommended that an Intensive Archaeological 

Watching Brief be held on the groundworks. The excavation of six foundation 

trenches was observed (Fig 2). The Portsmouth City Archaeologist halted the 

watching brief after the first six trenches because little of archaeological significance 

had been exposed. 

 

Trench Location Length 

(m) 

Width 

(m) 

Depth 

(m) 

1 Extreme west 2.5 1.5 1.3 

2 South 11.0 0.8 1.5 

3 North 9.5 1.0 1.5 

4 North-west 2.7 0.6 1.5 

5 South-west 2.7 0.6 1.6 

6 West 7.5 0.6 1.6 

 

Table 1 Details of trenches 

 

The trenches were excavated by machine, and Table 1 comprises a list of the 

trenches with dimensions. They were recorded as Trenches 1 to 6. Subsequent 

trenches were not observed so were not numbered. All contexts were recorded 

using the Southampton City Council Archaeological Recording (SMART) System. 

The colours of deposits were recorded using the Munsell Soil Color Chart and these 

are used in this report (Munsell Color 1975). The contexts were numbered 1 to 10. 

No finds were recovered. 

 

7 Results of the Fieldwork 

The results are reported in chronological order from the oldest to the most recent. 

Gravel and stones refer to naturally occurring flint pebbles. See Table 2 for the 

sequence of deposits. 
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7.1 Natural Deposits (contexts 5 and 6) 

Layer 6 was a variable deposit exposed in the base of all trenches. It was 

moderately to extremely stony, mottled (yellowish brown and light brownish grey), 

sandy clay to sand, and was at least 1.5m thick. The top of the layer sloped down 

from east to west, being 0.45m below ground level at the east end of the site and 

1.2m below ground level at the west end. 

 

Layer 5 was above layer 6 and below layer 8, and was only present in the west half 

of the site. It was very slightly stony, yellowish brown, silty clay loam and was similar 

to brickearth. It was about 1.05m below ground level and was 0.15m thick. 

 

No cultural material was observed in layers 5 and 6 indicating that they were natural 

deposits. 

 

7.2 Uncertain Date (contexts 7 and 8) 

Layer 8 was present only at the west end of the site and was above natural layer 5, 

below layer 4, and cut by a modern cellar (10). It was moderately stony, dark greyish 

brown, silty clay loam, with flecks of charcoal and shell. It was 0.15m thick, at least 

1.5 long and 1.3m wide, and was 0.9m below ground level. 

 

Layer 7 was present only at the east end of the site and was above natural layer 6 

and below a modern layer (2). Layer 7 was moderately stony, dark greyish brown, 

silty clay loam, and contained flecks of charcoal, shell, chalk, and ceramic building 

material, and lumps of brickearth. It was 0.55m thick, at least 8m long and 2.1m 

wide, and was 0.45m below ground level. The relationship between layer 7 and the 

cellar (10) had been removed by modern disturbance but layer 7 had the 

appearance of a recent layer and it may have been deposited after the construction 

of the cellar. 

 

7.3 19th and 20th Centuries (contexts 2, 3, 4, 9, and 10) 

A large semi-cellar (feature 10) occupied the centre of the site. It cut layers 5 and 8, 

had brick walls (context 9), and was filled with brick rubble (context 2). It was about 

10m long (east–west), 8m wide, and 0.5m deep. It was built in the 19th or 20th 

centuries. 
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Layer 4 was above layer 8, butted context 9, and was below layer 3. It was 0.4m 

thick, very slightly stony, yellowish brown, silty clay loam, and contained fragments 

of modern brick and mortar. 

 

Layer 3 was 0.4m thick, moderately stony, very dark greyish brown, silty clay loam, 

and contained abundant flecks of charcoal. 

 

Context 2 was above contexts 3 and 7, and below context 1. It was up to 1.5m thick, 

moderately stony, dark greyish brown, silty clay loam, and contained late-20th-

century material and abundant modern bricks. Context 2 filled cellar 10 and probably 

derived from the demolition of the cellar and its superstructure. 

 

Contexts at 

west end 
Brief Description Trenches Date 

Contexts at 

east end 

1 Concrete All Modern 1 

2 Brick rubble All Modern 2 

3 Stony soil 1, 4, 5 Modern - 

4 Dirty brickearth 1, 2, 3, 4 Modern - 

- Mixed soil 2, 3 Uncertain 7 

8 Buried soil 1, 4, 5 Uncertain - 

5 Brickearth 1, 2, 4, 5 Natural - 

6 Stony sand All Natural 6 

 

Table 2 Main sequence of deposits at each end of the site 

 

7.4 Modern Surface (context 1) 

The modern surface at the site was a concrete slab (context 1) that was 0.15m thick. 

 

8 Conclusions 

Groundworks exposed natural deposits, deposits of uncertain date, and modern 

contexts. The oldest deposit was generally very stony sand and probably was 

Plateau Gravel. Above the gravel was a layer of Valley Brickearth (GSGB 1976). 

 

Two layers of uncertain date were above natural deposits and below modern ones. 

Both were moderately stony, dark greyish brown, silty clay loam with flecks of 
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charcoal, shell, and other cultural material but nothing was datable. Layer 8 was 

present at the west end of the site and probably it formed the ground surface before 

the area was developed. Layer 7 was present at the east end of the site but it was 

not clear whether it was deposited before or after the construction of a modern 

cellar. 

 

Modern contexts comprised the remains of a modern building (including a semi-

cellar – contexts 9 and 10), a layer (4) of brickearth with bricks, stony loam with 

abundant charcoal (context 3), the rubble fill of the cellar (context 2), and a concrete 

slab (context 1). 

 

It is possible that layers 7 and 8, dark soil with charcoal and shell, were evidence for 

medieval Fratton but no certain dating evidence was recovered. However, given that 

much of the site had been disturbed by modern building work it is not surprising that 

no definite conclusions can be made. 
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Appendix 1 Figures 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig 1 Plan showing the location of the site. North is to the top of the page and the 

grid lines are 100m apart. 
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Fig 2 Plan of the site showing observed foundation trenches (T1 to T6 – stippled), 

approximate limits of previous cellar (broken lines), and property numbers. 


