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STATEMENT OF ARCHAEOLOGICAL INTEREST NO 27 

WADHAM COLLEGE 

 
Asset/Monument Type: Academic 
College. 
Summary: Wadham College was founded 
on the site of the medieval Austin Friary 
in 1610. It was built as a coherent whole 
with the main Front Quadrangle, rear 
Cloister Quad and Parks Road Frontage 
block all remaining largely unchanged 
from the 17th century. It has a large 
associated designed garden.  
Location (NGR): SP51560660. 
Definition: A college is an establishment 
housing a community of secular clergy 
sharing a degree of common life less 
strictly controlled than that within a 
monastic order. Colleges are normally 
identified through documentary evidence. 
Their buildings are usually associated 
with a parish church (not necessarily of 
formal collegiate status) although some 
extra-parochial and academic colleges 
had their own chapel. Other 
morphological elements present may 
include one or more cloisters or 
quadrangles, ranges of lodgings (either 
communal or more commonly as separate 
apartments), a common hall or refectory, 
service buildings (kitchen, buttery etc), a 
master or warden's lodging, a guest 
house, gate houses and sometimes an 
associated school or bede-house. 
Version: 12/2/2012 

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: The college is characteristic of a period higher education from 17th century to 
the present. Academic colleges are just are one of many asset types which characterise the 
post-medieval period. Academic colleges are alone among the medieval types of college in 
containing examples of post-medieval foundation as well as post-medieval survival. 
Score: Medium 
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2. Rarity: What is the rarity of the asset in terms of regional and national context? 

Assessment: At a national level The University of Oxford is an institution only directly 
comparable to the slightly later University of Cambridge. At a county level, 26 colleges are 
recorded in the Oxfordshire HER. Wadham is one of two Oxford Colleges founded in the 17th 
century (with Pembroke). 
Score: High 

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

Assessment: Wadham has an extensive collection of archives relating to is own history 
including legal and business records. The level of archaeological documentation is limited. .  
Score: High 

4. Group Value: is the value of the asset enhanced by its association with related contemporary 
monuments or with monuments of different periods? 

Assessment: The college is associated with the medieval Austin friary and several post-
medieval tenements fronting onto Holywell Street. It is one of two 17th century college 
foundations in Oxford. 
Score: High 

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

Assessment: The character and extent of below grounds remains is poorly understood. The 
extant 17th century college buildings have survived ‘virtually unchanged’ (Sherwood and 
Pevsner 1974: 213). 
Score: High 

6. Fragility/Vulnerability: susceptibility to change 

Assessment: Vulnerable to small scale works, permitted development and pressure to 
improve on site facilities. 
Score: Medium 

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

Assessment:  Wadham College comprises one classical Quad, two irregular Quads, a Chapel, 
Library, Hall, Music Room, Warden’s Lodgings, Stables , Cloister Garden and several large 
gardens to the north 
Score: High 

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

Assessment: There is potential for the remains of the Austin friary, post-medieval college 
deposits and related garden archaeology to be preserved.   
Score: Medium 
Overall score (21/24) 

Overall Assessment of Archaeological Interest: High 

HERITAGE ASSET DESCRIPTION 
Wadham College is located outside the medieval City on the site of the former Austin Friary 
(see Friary SAI for more details).  Agas’ map of 1578 records several large fields and orchards 
and a small formal garden to the rear of the surviving friary structures.  A small number of 
buildings are recorded in a single plot on the corner of Holywell Street and Parks Road 
including a single storey range along Parks Road and a group of three two storey buildings on 
the site of the present King’s Arms Hotel.  By the late 17th century Wadham College had 
obtained the friary site and constructed the Main Quad with a number of tenements along the 
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Holywell Street frontage.  To the north of the Main Quad the college had designed several 
large formal and market gardens. 
The college was founded in 1610 by Nicholas and Dorothy Wadham and was to support a 
Warden, 15 fellows and 15 scholars.  It is the only college to be designed and built as one unit. 
It is located on Holywell Street and comprises three quadrangles and a small court. The post-
medieval college comprised the 17th century Front Quad with attached chapel, Hall and 
library to the rear (LB Ref 6/187A). The South Block (LB Ref 6/187C) is located to the south 
of the Quad fronting onto Parks Road with the Old Stables to the north (LB Ref 6/187J).  More 
recently Back Quad and the JCR Quad were created to the rear of the properties fronting onto 
Holywell Street. 
In addition to the original RCHME survey in 1939 several building surveys have been carried 
out within the Front Quad noting details of  previous internal layouts (UAD 447; 773) and 
several wall paintings in the South Range of the Quad (UAD 447; 898). The 17th century roof of 
the Hall (UAD 890) and the Library (UAD 773) have also been recorded. Archaeological 
investigations at Wadham College in 1951 recorded foundations of several walls and 
buildings including a brick tunnel running alongside the College boundary during work to the 
rear of the properties fronting onto Holywell Street (Case & Kirk, 1951, 84). The foundations 
were built on a construction layer set into the natural Summertown-Radley Terrace and 
appear to date to the 17th century, no evidence of medieval structures were noted.  Several 
fragments of early 17th century Dutch floor tiles were recorded.  
 
Architects: 
Main Quad. William Arnold, Edward Arnold 1610-13 (masons) 
Holywell Music Room. T Camplin 1742-8 
Images 
Stained glass, Chapel. 1622. Bernard van Linge 
Wall Paintings. 17th-18th century (UAD 898). 

Academic statements 

MPP Class Description 
‘A sample of nationally important sites should include examples of early medieval 
establishments of secular priests (if a well-preserved site can be identified), a prebendal or 
portional college of the 12th or 13th century, later medieval chantry foundations of both high 
and low status in both urban and rural situations, and possibly several major academic 
colleges. This last type is of special importance in demonstrating the post-medieval continuity 
of a tradition restricted to a narrow social and economic context’ (English Heritage 1989). 

Research agenda 

Pre College research agenda 

 Potential for archaeological evidence relating to the Austin friary, so far little is known 
about the friary and its buildings 

 Is there evidence of domestic settlement predating the friary? 

College research agenda 

 Geophysical survey in the college gardens, can this reveal anything of the friary layout or 
of later formal gardens? 

 What can the evidence for material culture and diet tell us about social life at the college in 
the post medieval period? 
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 The desirability of an Integrated Conservation management plan that addresses the long 
term curation of below ground archaeological deposits is noted. 

Associated Monuments 

UAD Monument 124: Wadham College. University College 
UAD Monument 268: Wadham Cottage. 17th century 
UAD Monument 269: Kings Arms Hotel. 17th century 
UAD Monument 270: 36 Holywell Street. 17th century 
UAD Monument 271: 35 Holywell Street. 17th century 
UAD Monument 397: Austin Friary. Medieval 
UAD Monument 549: Market Garden. Wadham College 18th century 
UAD Monument 572: Holywell Music Room, Holywell Street 18th century 
UAD Monument 611: Historic buildings, Holywell Street. North side 
UAD Monument 680: Wadham College gardens. 17th century 
UAD Monument 711: Holywell Street. 16th century 
UAD Monument 724: Parks Road. Medieval 
UAD Monument 764: Romano-British settlement, University Science Area 

Associated Events 

 Find in 1872 (UAD 1140): Part of an ornamented terra-cotta object, with traces of gilding 

 Observations in 1889 (UAD 772): A tiled pavement was found at about 1 m depth 

 Observations in 1892 (UAD 1251): A jug was found. 

 Finds in 1892 (UAD 1300): Professor Rolleston acquired a skull from the area north of 
Wadham College Garden Wall. He quotes 'Museum Road', but must have meant the road to 
the museum from the Wadham detail. A Roman vase from Wadham Garden is now thought 
to be Saxon. 

 Finds (UAD 1555): Hurst records that two skeletons were found by a large tree on the lawn 
in the area south of the quadrangle. He suggests they may have come from the Austin 
Friars cemetery 

 Observations in 1951 (UAD 154): Early 17th century walls and buildings had been built on 
made up ground over the gravel and the fill of an old gravel pit. 

 Excavations in 1967-8 (UAD 218): Work was carried out to uncover part of the Austin 
Friars cemetery. No further information 

 Building survey in 1968 (UAD 898): Wall paintings were found in a ground floor room on 
the south side of the main quad. The earlier, probably from 1612-3 when the building was 
constructed, seems to have been a pale blue and white decoration. The later work, dated 
1659 by the window, is darker with much green and black paint 

 Excavations in 1972 (UAD 261): Evidence for demolition of Austin Friars after the 
Dissolution was seen. Two burials were also found 

 Excavations in 1974 (UAD 277): A trial trench was dug at the location of a stagger and 
thinning in the partly demolished boundary wall of the College. Quoins had been built at 
either side at that point. The excavation found a robber trench from a wall at right angles 
to the boundary. Later work suggested that this had been the north wall of a late medieval 
building 

 Excavations in 1975-6 (UAD 276): The east face of the rubble-walled outbuilding was 
incorporated into the boundary wall. Work in 1974 had found the robber trench of 
another wall to the north. Most of the building is modern, although the east wall and some 
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other features date to the 17th century. Excavations revealed the footings of an earlier 
structure and the remains of a robbed out floor. Floor tile and painted window glass 
suggested a late medieval date. The site had been used by the Austin Friars. It would 
appear that an ancillary monastic building had been built against the east wall of the 
Friary. After the Dissolution the building was demolished, but later Wadham College 
erected a service building using some original foundations 

 Building work in 1981 (UAD 773): The 18th century shelves and fittings and some wall 
plaster were removed from the library when it was converted into a fellows common 
room. No recording was carried out of the fittings, but the outlines left showed reading 
desks rather than the later stalls. The roof was constructed in 1612 using 13th century 
carpentry techniques of trussed rafters with no longitudinal support. The walls are 
unusually thick, possibly to accommodate the flues of the kitchen beneath 

 Building Survey in 1981 (UAD 815): The Music Room opened in 1742. No details of the 
survey are available. 

 Building Survey in 1985 (UAD 890): The early 17th century timber roof consists of six bays 
of hammer beam type. Loose timbers and badly fitting joints suggested the use of 
unseasoned timbers. When fillets between the truss and west wall were removed rubbish 
was uncovered including a number of leather covered and string balls of various sizes 

 Watching Brief in 1982 (UAD 566): An undated patch of gravel was found below the SW 
door. 

 Building Survey in 1985 (UAD 771): The roof of the Hall was recorded prior to repair work 

 Watching Brief in 1989 (UAD 498): The foundations of its western wall went at least 3.5 m 
deep and 13th century pottery was built. This suggests the wall may have belonged to a 
bigger building to the west as well. The eastern wall was typical of the Austin Friary which 
predated the college, and contained windows. Below the building was a 19th century 
stone-lined cess pit with brick vault 

 Watching Brief in 1991 (UAD 508): A brick lined cess pit was found below a blocked 
doorway in the east wall. To the south foundations from earlier buildings were uncovered. 
Alongside the east wall was a well with water at 4.6 m. Compacted gravel surfaces were 
found cutting into layers of loam. Below this was a layer of ash from which medieval 
pottery was recovered.  

 Finds in 1994 (UAD 911): A glass phial and an onion-shaped wine bottle, both 17th century 

 Building Survey in 1997 (UAD 447): Evidence for the previous layout of rooms in the 17th 
century structure were recorded. A fireplace was exposed in the JCR and above the hearth 
were remains of wall paintings 

 Watching Brief in 2000 (UAD 552): No archaeological finds or features were recorded. 
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