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STATEMENT OF ARCHAEOLOGICAL INTEREST NO 1 

THE WOLVERCOTE CHANNEL 

 
Asset/Monument Type: 
Quaternary channel deposit and 
flint assemblage. 
Summary: Regionally significant 
Lower Palaeolithic flint assemblage 
recorded in the early 20th century 
within an ancient channel at 
Wolvercote Brick Pit. The exact 
location and direction of the 
channel is uncertain. 
Location (NGR): SP497103 (Exact 
location uncertain) 

Key characteristics 
The following criteria (which are not in any 
order of ranking) are based on the Secretary 
of State’s criteria for assessing Scheduled 
Monuments. They should not be regarded as 
definitive, but as an indicative provisional 
assessment. 

1. Period: Does the asset 
characterise a category or 
historic period? 

Assessment: In situ sites of this 
period are extremely rare. 
Score: High 

2. Rarity: What is the rarity of the 
asset in terms of regional and 
national context? 

Assessment: The flint assemblage is considered of regional if not national importance 
because of its size and quality as well as the suggestion that it is an unrolled deposit. It is 
considered a type site for plano-convex hand axes of the Acheulian technology while the 
geological context it was recorded in has provided important evidence of the palaeo 
environment. 
Score: High 

3. Documentation: To what extent is the significance of the asset enhanced by existing 
documentation or lack thereof? 

Assessment: Much of the material recovered is now held by the Ashmolean museum and has 
been subject to several studies, however there continues to be some debate surrounding the 
dating and composition of the assemblage and its exact recovery location. 
Score: Medium 

4. Group Value: is the value of the asset enhanced by its association with related contemporary 
monuments or with monuments of different periods? 
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Assessment: There are few Palaeolithic artefacts recorded in the Oxford district that share 
similarities with the Wolvercote assemblage however there have been occasional finds of the 
plano-convex handaxe type from across the region, notably at Cornish’s Pit in Cowley 
Score: Medium 

5. Survival/Condition: What is the estimated level of above and below ground survival. 

Assessment: The below ground potential of the area to the north of Five Mile Drive is 
uncertain. Much of the area has been subject to clay extraction for the brick industry and it is 
uncertain whether anything survives of the palaeo-channel in this location, however there 
may be associated channels nearby. Given the size of the Wolvercote Gravel terrace in this 
area there is no reason to believe that previous quarrying has removed all of the deposits of 
interest. 
Score: Medium (uncertain) 

6. Fragility/Vulnerability: susceptibility to change 

Assessment: As quarrying has now stopped in this area the surviving deposits are likely to be 
at sufficient depth to be safe from small scale development. 
Score: Low 

7. Diversity: Does the asset possess a combination of high quality features? 

Assessment:  The flint assemblage is a good quality, mint condition collection of flint artefacts 
of some regional distinction. Much of the assemblage has been preserved at the Ashmolean 
Museum however the geological sequence exposed has been subject to much discussion and 
diverse opinions have been recorded. 
Score: High 

8. Potential: Is there a likelihood that currently unrecorded evidence can be anticipated? 

Assessment: Given the extent of clay extraction as well as the uncertainty of the location of 
the channel, the potential for further directly related discoveries is uncertain. 
Score: Medium 
Overall score (18/24) 

Overall Assessment of Archaeological Interest: High 

HERITAGE ASSET DESCRIPTION 

The Lower Palaeolithic archaeology of the Wolvercote Channel Deposit is a research priority 
of national importance. The Channel was exposed in the Wolvercote Brick Pit, which was in 
operation from the late 19th century until the 1930s. Artefacts were collected there by a 
number of people, and geological observations were recorded by Bell in 1904 and Sandford in 
the 1920s (summarised in Wymer 1968). Most of the material is currently held by the Pitt 
Rivers Museum.  The assemblage is distinctive as it contains several hand axes of ‘plano-
convex’ form, and also some material made of quartzite cobbles rather than flint. The 
Wolvercote material has been assessed several times in recent decades, but there is still 
uncertainly about the dating and geological context of the material as the channel has not 
been identified since the 1930s. Other Lower Palaeolithic finds from the north 
Oxford/Wolvercote area have sometimes been included in discussions of the assemblage from 
the channel deposit, leading to some confusion in the literature (see Tyledesly 1986 for 
details). 
 
There has been considerable debate over the geo-archaeological sequence exposed at the 
Wolvercote Channel Deposit in north Oxford. The artefact assemblage is recorded from 
sediments at the base of the interglacial channel in association with palaeontological and 
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palaeobotanical remains. The channel was previously attributed to MIS 7 or 5e (summarised 
in Roe 1994: 13), but is now accepted as being most likely of MIS 9 age (Bridgeland 1994). 
The assemblage from the channel is probably in near primary context and is recognised as 
being of national importance. However, the channel deposits have not been exposed since the 
1930s, despite several attempts in the 1980s to locate them, and as a result the context and 
dating remain uncertain. The location and analysis of the Wolvercote Channel Deposit should 
be a research priority for the district. 

Academic statements 

‘The best and most famous site of this age in the Upper Thames Valley’ (White, Schreve and 
Morgi 2011: 70) 

Research agenda 

 If the channel can be identified can we enhance the dating evidence perhaps through OSL 
dating of gravel deposits? 

 Can a review of the Wolvercote Channel site archive produce further insights (including 
archives from the extraction company)? 

Associated Monuments 

OHER Monument 1379: Palaeolithic artefacts, Wolvercote Channel 
OHER Monument 12912: Palaeolithic hand axes, Banbury Road 
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