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Archaeological Evaluation at Chalmers Street Car Park, Edinburgh

Data Structure Report

By Magnar Dalland

An archaeological evaluation was carried out at Chalmers Street Car Park, Edinburgh in response to a planning con-
dition applied to an application for student residential accommodation. Five trenches were excavated throughout the 
development area exposing drains and remains of Victorian terraced houses demolished at the end of the 20th century. 
Large areas of the site appeared to have been truncated in the recent past and no signi� cant archaeological remains were 
discovered.

INTRODUCTION

This document reports on the results of an ar-
chaeological evaluation carried out at Chalm-
ers Street Car Park, Edinburgh. The site is 
being redeveloped for student residential ac-
commodation and a planning application had 
been approved (07/02736/FUL). The work was 
carried out to comply with a planning condi-
tion attached to that approval which required 
a programme of archaeological work to be car-
ried out to mitigate any negative impacts of the 
development. 

The work was carried out following a Wri� en 
Scheme of Investigation for Archaeological Evaluation 
prepared by Headland Archaeology Ltd and based on 
discussions with a representative of The City of Edin-
burgh Council Archaeology Service (CECAS).

ARCHAEOLOGICAL BACKGROUND

The site of the development lies on the west side of Chalm-
ers Street, at the intersection of Chalmers Street and North 
Meadow Walk on the north edge of the Meadows (Illus 1).

Site
(approx.)

Reproduced by permission of the Trustees of the National Library of Scotland.Reproduced by permission of the Trustees of the National Library of Scotland.

Illus 2
Extract from  James Kirkwood’s map published in 1821
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The site is situated at the southwest corner of a 
rectangular � eld that was surrounded by a shelter 
belt and remained undeveloped until the 1870s. On 
Kirkwood’s map from 1821 a well is depicted near 
the centre of the � eld, which is labelled ‘Earl of We-
myss property’ (Illus 2).

Kirkwood’s map also shows the line of a water 
pipeline from ‘Bonally Ponds & Comiston Reservoir’ 
cu� ing across the south-east corner of the � eld and 
heading for a reservoir next to Heriot’s Hospital to 
the north. The pipeline appears to run just to the east 
of the current development site.

Chalmers Street was laid out in the late 1860s 
down the middle of the � eld. On the 1877 revised 
� rst edition Ordnance survey map the lower two 
thirds of the � eld is occupied by the new street with 
residential terraced properties on both sides. At the 
north end of the � eld, still partly framed by remains 
of the shelter belt, lay Chalmers Hospital with gar-
dens to the south.

The current site occupies the ground of Chalm-
ers Street nos 22 – 38, the south end of the row of 
terraced houses on the west side of the street. These 
houses were built between 1868 and 1877 and were 
demolished between 1974 and 1993. House nos 22 – 
32 all look identical with a bay window to the north 
� anked by wide steps to the south leading up to 
the entrance. There appear to be sunken areas just 
in front of the houses, separated by a retaining wall 
from the front garden along the street and with steps 
leading down to a possible basement at the foot of 
the entrance steps (Illus 3).

The three last houses on the west side of the street 
were di� erent. They had no large staircase leading 
up to the front door, indicating that the ground � oor 
level was lower than the houses to the north. The 
back was also di� erent with a rectangular exten-
sion at the back of each house and an angled stair-
case leading down to what appears to have been a 
basement at the rear of the buildings. Short walls on 
either side of the extensions appear to have been re-
taining walls between a sunken area in front of the 
rear wall and the back garden

AIMS AND OBJECTIVES

The objectives of the investigation were:
a)�to determine the presence or absence of archaeo-
logical remains within the development area

b)�if present to establish their extent, depth, nature, 
state of preservation and date in order to allow the lo-
cal authority to make an informed decision regarding 
what further archaeological work may be necessary.

METHOD

Desk based assessment

A rapid desk based assessment of the site was under-
taken. It included examination of all historic maps 
and records held in the NMRS. 

Evaluation of deposits

Five trenches were excavated to evaluate the nature 
of deposits present within the development area. The 
trenches covered an area of 168 m2 which comprised 
just over 5% of the development area. The trenches 
were excavated using a JCB back-actor excavator 
equipped with a 1.5 m wide � at bladed ditching 
bucket. 

The trenches were excavated down to natural 
boulder clay. In some cases a narrow deep sondage 
was excavated into the mixed boulder clay to make 
sure it was not redeposited material. All trenches 
were back� lled at the end of each working day.

Recording

The recording was carried out using Headland Ar-
chaeology Ltd standard method. All contexts were 
given unique numbers. Colour transparencies and 
print photographs were taken of all trenches; in addi-
tion digital photos were taken of selected features. 

The outline of trenches and features were record-
ed electronically using a Total Station. This survey 
was later related to the Ordnance Survey grid and 
tied into the Ordnance Datum using a site survey 
carried out by Acanthus Architects and provided by 
the client.

RESULTS

Five trenches were excavated within the designated 
area (Illus 1). The trenches were between 17 and 30 
m long and 1.5 m wide. Due to the presence of live 
power cables it was not possible to dig any trenches 
at the south-east corner of the site. 

The stratigraphy in all trenches was similar. A 
layer of demolition deposit covered with terram and 
leveled with Type 1 hardcore lay below a tarmac sur-
face. The demolition deposits lay on top of natural 
boulder clay. 

During the � eldwork � ve deep test pits were ex-
cavated in the south half of the area for environmen-
tal sampling by another contractor. A couple of these 
pits showed a considerable depth of made ground at 
the south end of the area.
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Reproduced by permission of the Trustees of the National Library of Scotland.Reproduced by permission of the Trustees of the National Library of Scotland.

Illus 3
Extract from 1:1250 OS map Edinburgh sheet 39. Surveyed in 1877
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Trench 1 (Illus 4) 

Trench 1 was 30 m long and ran diagonally across 
site from the NE corner. Near the middle a ceramic 
pipe aligned N to S cut across the trench. It was con-
nected to a second pipe coming in from the east. A 
small modern pit was uncovered in the NE half of 
the trench. Apart from building debris there was no 
clear evidence of the buildings that used to occupy 
the east side of the site.

Trench 2 (Illus 4)

Trench 2 was 18 m long and was located towards 
the NW corner of the site, running parallel with the 
western site boundary. A modern linear cut, 0.3 m 
deep, ran along the west edge of the trench. It was 
cut by a modern pit at its S end. A � eld drain cut 
across Trench 2 near the middle. It was 0.6 m wide 
and 0.5 m deep and was truncated at its W end by 
the modern trench.

Trench 3 (Illus 4)

Trench 3 was 25 m long and ran southwards from 
the NE corner along the E side of the site. No ar-
chaeological features were uncovered in this trench, 
despite running across the footprint of at least two 
of the former terraced houses along the W side of 
Chalmers Street.

Trench 4 (Illus 4)

Trench 4 was 23 m long and located 20 m S of and 
parallel with Trench 1. A � eld drain ran diagonally 
across the middle of the trench. The drain was 0.7 m 
wide, 0.4 m deep and aligned E to W. A ceramic pipe 
cut across the NE end of the trench. The pipe was in 
line with the pipe seen in Trench 1 and must be part 
of the same system.

Trench 5 (Illus 4)

Trench 5 was 23 m long and ran towards the NE 
from the SW corner of the site. A modern pipe cut 
0.6 m wide and over 1.5 m deep ran diagonally 
across the middle of the trench and aligned towards 
a drain cower some 15 m to the NE. The pipe trench 
was back� lled with pea gravel and contained a mod-
ern ceramic pipe. A � eld drain ran diagonally across 
the SW half of the trench. The drain was 0.6 m wide 
and aligned E to W. It was truncated to the W by the 
modern pipe trench.

Building remains comprising a mortared stone 
wall 0.5 m wide and 0.7 m deep were uncovered 
at the NE end of the trench (Illus 5). The wall was 

aligned parallel with Chalmers Street, continued be-
yond the trench edge to the north, and turned 90º 
towards the east at the south end. The exposed wall 
section measured 2 m north to south and 1.5 m east 
to west. The wall was brick lined on the inside and 
built up against the cut into the boulder clay to the 
west. A single brick wall 0.65 m long extended at a 
right angle out from the wall and formed a rectangu-
lar partition 1.15 m by 0.65 m at the SW corner. 

A brick arch at the base of the south wall of the 
partition is likely to have been a culvert for a ceramic 
pipe seen on the N side of the brick partition wall. The 
pipe was in line with, and must be part of, the same N 
to S pipeline seen to the N in Trenches 1 and 4. 

A sub-rectangular stone slab 0.6 by 1.1 m was 
placed at right angles up against the partition wall 
and is likely to represent remains of a cellar � oor.

DISCUSSION

The site has a relatively short archaeological history. 
The map evidence indicates that it was part of an 
open � eld up until the late 1860s when the � eld was 
developed through the laying out of Chalmers Street 
lined on both sides by terraced houses. 

The houses were standing for just over 100 years 
until being demolished during the late 1970s or 
1980s. Following the demolition of the houses the 
site was converted into a car park.

The topography of the site indicates that the 
ground was levelled by cu� ing into the slope to the 
north. This levelling is clearly seen when compar-
ing the very gentle gradient of the car park with the 
much steeper rise of the street surface to the east. 
The di� erence in the two gradients indicates that the 
N end of the site has been truncated to a depth of 
some 1.2 m. 

This would explain why there were no sign of any 
old buried ground surfaces on the site. The lack of 
any foundation remains in the trenches at the north 
end of the site could indicate that this levelling took 
place during the layout of the car park in the 1990s. 

The only features that could be a� ributed to the 
period prior to the layout of Chalmers street were 
the three � eld drains recorded in Trenches 2 and 5. 
They all had a similar � ll and were generally aligned 
E to W and evenly spaced across the site some 24 m 
apart. The drains may have been part of a regular 
drainage system of the � eld. 

There were hardly any traces of the Victorian 
houses at the north end of the site. Apart from a 
layer of demolition debris, the only clue to the pres-
ence of the houses was the ceramic sewer pipe that 
ran along the back of the terrace. More substantial 
building remains were found in Trench 5 where the 
remains of a cellar wall were uncovered. By overly-
ing the site plan on the 1874 OS map the wall was 
identi� ed as the SW corner of the rectangular exten-
sion at the back of Chalmers Street no 34. The site 
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survey appeared to be o� set 2 m to the S compared 
with the old map, but the walls recorded is clearly 
part of the building to the N (see inset on Illus 4). 
This con� rms that the truncation was less at the 
south end of the site. It also indicates that the three 
houses with di� erent layouts at the south end of the 
terrace had basements with an entrance at the rear 
of the buildings.

CONCLUSION

The desktop study indicated that the site lay in an 
area of low archaeological potential which was con-
� rmed through the evaluation. Most of the original 
ground surface had been truncated reducing the pos-
sibility of � nding surviving archaeological remains. 
Most traces of the Victorian terrace demolished in 
the late 20th century have also been removed, with 
only remains of the basements of the three houses at 
the south end surviving below the car park surface.

Illus 5
Cellar wall at the east end of Trench 5
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APPENDIX 1: CONTEXT REGISTER
No Trench Over Description
1 T1 – T5 2 Car park surface. Made ground above terram comprising Type 1 hardcore below tarmac. Covers 

entire site. 0.2 - 0.45 m thick.

2 T1 – T5 3,4 Demolition deposit: Red brick and sandstone fragments in a dark grey clay matrix. Covers entire site. 
0.1 - 0.8 m thick.

3 T1 – T5 Natural subsoil. Boulder clay comprising brown to orange clay with sandstone inclusions. Varies 
across site from fairly pure clay to a mixture of yellow and brown clays containing sandstones. Cov-
ers entire site. 0.4 – 1.4 m below ground surface.

4 T4 3 Cut of � eld drain. 0.9 m wide and 0.4 m deep. Curving sides with a rounded base.

5 T4 4 Fill of cut 4. Dark brown compact sandy clay with angular stones at base and along sides.

6 T5 3 Mortared stone wall 0.5 m wide, 0.7 m deep. Aligned parallel with Chalmers Street. Continues be-
yond trench edge to the north, and turns 90º towards the east at the south end. The exposed section 
measures 2 m north to south and 1.5 m east to west. The wall is brick lined on the inside and built up 
against the cut into the boulder clay to the west. The wall represents the SW corner of the rectangular 
extension at the back of Chalmers Street no 34. A single brick wall 0.65 m long extends at right angle 
out from the wall forming a rectangular partition 1.15 m by 0.65 m at the SW corner. A brick arch in 
the south wall of the partition is likely to be a culvert for a ceramic pipe seen on the N side of the 
brick partition wall. A sub-rectangular stone slab 0.6 by 1.1 m is placed at right angles up against the 
partition wall is likely to represent remains of the cellar � oor.
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APPENDIX 2: TRENCH RECORDS

Trench 1

Length: 30  m

Width: 1.5 m

Max depth: 1.2 m

Avg. depth: 0.9 m

Situation: Running diagonally across site from NE corner

Orientation: NE - SW

Contex no: Description Depth of deposit:
001 Topsoil: Made ground above terram comprising Type 1 

hardcore below tarmac.
0.27 m – 0.32 m

002 Demolition deposit: Red brick and sandstone fragments in a 
dark grey clay matrix

0.22 m - 0.47 m

003 Natural subsoil: Boulder clay comprising brown to orange 
clay with some sandstone inclusions

0.49 – 0.79 m below ground surface

Comments: Some ceramic pipes were uncovered in trenches cut into the subsoil. 

Trench 2

Length: 18  m

Width: 1.5 m

Max depth: 1.0 m

Avg. depth: 0.7 m

Situation: At W end of site, running parallel with the site boundary.

Orientation: N - S

Contex no: Description Depth of deposit:
001 Topsoil: Made ground above terram comprising Type 1 

hardcore below tarmac.
0.17 m – 0.28 m

002 Demolition deposit: Red brick and sandstone fragments in a 
dark grey clay matrix

0.30 m - 0.46 m

003 Natural subsoil: Boulder clay comprising brown to orange 
clay with few sandstone inclusions

0.58 – 0.72 m below ground surface

Comments: A recent linear cut into the subsoil runs along the west edge of the trench. It truncated at � eld drain running across the 
trench about halfway along the trench. The linear cut is truncated by a modern pit at its south end.

Trench 3

Length: 25  m

Width: 1.5 m

Max depth: 1.2 m

Avg. depth: 0.8 m

Situation: On E side of site, running parallel with Chalmers Street.

Orientation: N - S
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Contex no: Description Depth of deposit:
001 Topsoil: Made ground above terram comprising Type 1 

hardcore below tarmac.
0.23 m – 0.33 m

002 Demolition deposit: Red brick and sandstone fragments in a 
dark grey clay matrix

0.11 m - 0.24 m

003 Natural subsoil: Boulder clay comprising brown to orange 
clay with few sandstone inclusions

0.58 – 0.72 m below ground surface

Comments:  No archaeological features were uncovered in this trench

Trench 4

Length: 23  m

Width: 1.5 m

Max depth: 1.7 m

Avg. depth: 0.7 m

Situation: Running diagonally across site from the W side towards Trench 3.

Orientation: NE - SW

Contex no: Description Depth of deposit:
001 Topsoil: Made ground above terram comprising Type 1 

hardcore below tarmac.
0.17 m – 0.21 m

002 Demolition deposit: Red brick and sandstone fragments in a 
dark grey clay matrix

0.14 m - 0.43 m

003 Natural subsoil: Boulder clay comprising brown to orange 
clay with some sandstone inclusions

0.33 – 0.64 m below ground surface

Comments:  A � eld drain cut diagonally east to west across the trench. A ceramic pipe cut into the subsoil cut across the trench 
towards its east end.

Trench 5

Length: 17.5  m

Width: 1.5 m

Max depth: 1.8 m

Avg. depth: 0.7 m

Situation: Running NE from the SW corner of the site.

Orientation: NE - SW

Contex no: Description Depth of deposit:
001 Topsoil: Made ground above terram comprising Type 1 

hardcore below tarmac.
0.17 m – 0.45 m

002 Demolition deposit: Red brick and sandstone fragments in a 
dark grey clay matrix

0 m - 0.32 m

003 Natural subsoil: Boulder clay comprising brown to orange 
clay with sandstone inclusions

0.52 – 1.4 m below ground surface

Comments: A cellar wall with a � oor slab was uncovered at the NE end of the trench. Further west a modern pipe trench and a pos-
sible � eld drain cuts diagonally across the trench.
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APPENDIX 3: PHOTOGRAPHIC REGISTER
Shot 
no.

Colour 
Prints 

Colour 
Slides

Digital JPG � les Direction 
facing

Description

1 1 1 NE Trench 1, general view of trench

2 1 1 SW Trench 1, general view of trench

3 1 1 S Trench 2, general view of trench

4 1 1 N Trench 2, general view of trench

5 1 1 S Trench 3, general view of trench

6 1 1 N Trench 3, general view of trench

7 1 1 NE Trench 4, general view of trench

8 1 1 SW Trench 4, general view of trench

9 1 1 W Trench 4, section across � eld drain [005]

10 1 1 NW Trench 4, sondage trench at SW end of trench

11 1 1 NW Trench 5, S facing trench section showing modern pipe 
trench

12 1 1 SW Trench 5, � eld drain cut by modern pipe trench 

13 1 1 NE Trench 5, working shot

14 1 1 W Trench 5, working shot 

15 1 1 NE Trench 4, deep environmental sondage pit at NE end of 
trench

16 2 2 CSED08-Pic16.JPG SW Trench 5, brick lined cellar wall. Basement � oor slab in 
foreground

17 1 1 CSED08-Pic17.JPG S Trench 5, brick culvert at base of S wall

18 1 1 CSED08-Pic18.JPG W Trench 5, brick lined cellar wall. E and N-facing elevations

19 2 2 CSED08-Pic19a.JPG 
CSED08-Pic19b.JPG

W Trench 5, brick lined cellar wall. Basement � oor slab in fore-
ground. Ceramic down pipe to right of brick partition 

20 2 1 CSED08-Pic20a.JPG 
CSED08-Pic20b.JPG

E Trench 5, brick lined cellar wall 

21 1 1 SW Trench 4, general view of trench

22 1 1 NE Trench 4, general view of trench

23 CSED08-Pic23.JPG S General view of site from the NE corner

24 CSED08-Pic24.JPG S General view of site from the NW corner

25 CSED08-Pic25.JPG N General view of site from the SW corner

26 CSED08-Pic26.JPG NE General view of site showing di� erence in level between 
car park and street

27 CSED08-Pic27.JPG N General view of site from the SE corner
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