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SUMMARY 
 
 
This document reports on archaeological evaluation trenching conducted to inform a proposal 
for development on the site of a proposed Sixth Form College on the west side of the Anglo-
Saxon monastery of St Peter’s, on the St Peter’s Campus of Sunderland University, Charles 
Street, Sunderland. Previous archaeological assessment and excavation has provided 
contextual information regarding the archaeological and historical development of the area, 
demonstrating the possibility that the area contains the remains of early medieval, later medieval 
and later industrial remains. The trenching was devised to determine the precise impact of the 
proposed scheme on the cultural heritage.  
 
In requesting archaeological evaluation of the site, the County Archaeologist for Tyne & Wear, 
and planning archaeologist for Sunderland City Council noted the possibility that structures or 
features of associated with an early medieval monastery or late remains associated with St 
Peter’s church may have existed upon the site and that their remains may survive below the 
modern ground surface.  
 
The square-shaped trench cut through the tarmac measured 7m x 7m, but its sides were 
stepped down so that it measured 2m x 2m at the floor, at a depth of 4.5-4.8m. Shoring was 
then inserted to allow further excavation up to and below 5m below surface level.  
 
The excavations revealed the presence of a deep deposit of sand- and gravel-based ballast 
from 0.3m below the surface tarmac to a depth of 4.5-4.8m. The ballast deposit sat upon a dark, 
silty deposit, interpreted as probably buried top-soil, within which some items of domestic waste 
were identified, including shells, an iron rivet and sparse sherds of abraided post-medieval 
pottery. The silty top-soil deposit, some 0.3m thick, sat upon hard, archaeologically-sterile brown 
clay which was investigated to a depth of some 5.4m below the surface. No structural remains of 
any kind were encountered. 
 
The findings of the excavation allow at least two main interpretations. First, that ballast was 
dumped in the 18th century upon a modified topsoil. Second, that the underlying clay was  the 
result of major landscaping in the 19th century, when large quantities of ballast were removed 
from the area, and that the present ballast overlying the site dates from that period. 

The nature of remains found upon the site does supports a recommendation for further 
archaeological evaluation or mitigation by avoidance. However, it should be cautioned that the 
absence of archaeological remains from this site does not preclude the possibility that they could 
exist elsewhere in the wider vicinity. 
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1. INTRODUCTION 
 
 
1.1  Purpose of Evaluation 
 
The following is a report on a programme of archaeological evaluation trenching carried out on 
the site of a proposed Sixth Form College on the St Peter’s campus of Sunderland University at 
Charles Street, Sunderland. The evaluation strategy was designed to further inform the planning 
process with regard to the proposed construction of a Sixth Form College as an extension to the 
university buildings on the site. The trenching was designed to test for the existence and define 
the nature of any features of archaeological importance under the present ground surface. 
 
An archaeological assessment of the site carried out by Tyne & Wear Museums Service in 2003 
(TWMS 2003) concluded that Charles Street was covered by deep deposits of made ground, but 
that these could be shallower in the eastern part of area covered by the assessment, notably in 
the vicinity of the current development site. It was recommended, therefore, that archaeological 
evaluation of the development site was carried out in order to further inform the planning 
process. 
 
 

1.2 Cultural Heritage Background  

 

The archaeological assessment of the site carried out in 2003 (TWMS 2003) provided a detailed 
historical summary of the area derived from the archaeological record and from historical 
sources, including historic maps and published syntheses. This assessment is available for 
consultation at the County Heritage Environment record (HER) and it is not proposed to repeat 
its findings here, but a brief summary partly derived from TWMS 2003 will be provided as 
background to the present work.  
 
The evaluation site falls in an area that would have been exploited intermittently throughout 
prehistory and into the Roman period, although secure evidence for the nature of such land-use 
is lacking. Some flint tools and a Neolithic axe hammer have been found in the vicinity of St 
Peter’s church and in the river nearby, but could have been derived from ballast.  
 
The most significant development in the history of Monkwearmouth and Sunderland was the 
establishment of St Peter’s Monastery on the north bank of the river Wear in c.674 A.D. In 686 
A.D. Bede records the site was extended to include 400 acres on the south side of the river, 
where Sunderland later developed. The site was abandoned following Viking raids in the mid-9th 
century, but rebuilt in 1072 or earlier, subsequently serving as a cell of Durham Cathedral from 
1083 until the Reformation. The settlement at Monkwearmouth, initially based on the monastery, 
is frequently mentioned in medieval documents (TWMS 2003, 8) suggesting a thriving 
settlement based upon farming, fishing and salt-making. 
 
Following the dissolution of the Monasteries the landholdings of the village were reorganised 
into the hands of 4 principal farmers, each with tenants. The agricultural character of the area 
began to change in the 198th century with the increased export of coal and development of 
shipbuilding, both on an industrial scale, aided by the cutting of a new channel in the river Wear 
and construction of improved harbour facilities. Eighteenth and early nineteenth century maps, 
notably Lewin's plan of Monkwearmouth of 1714, Burleigh and Thompson’s map of 1737 and 
Garbutt’s map of 1817 show the accumulation of the Monkwearmouth ballast hills (HER ref. 
5287), specifically in the vicinity of Charles Street. Also striking is the presence from an early 
period of a straight road (Later, Whitburn Street) from the north, running directly towards the 
Wear between the present evaluation site and St Peter’s church.  
 



Illus. 01: The location of the

evaluation site at

Monkwearmouth, Sunderland.

Illus. 02: The location of the evaluation site in Charles Street, Monkwearmouth, Sunderland.
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The ballast hills were on land recorded, variously, as Sr William’s or Williamson’s (ballast) land. 
The Corder Manuscripts make reference to Meeting Hill "west one of the four ballast hills on 
Williamson land… estimated by the inhabitants as 1000ft high". There was apparently a Baptist 
meeting house on the summit of this hill. Meeting Hill was cleared and levelled in 1833 for new 
streets. Palmer's Hill was an accumulation of ballast on the eastern side of Meeting Hill, on 
which there was a large square house, lived in by Peter Haswell, a sawyer. The 'fine old house' 
on the southeast slope of Palmer's Hill belonged to the Freemasons, and later became a school. 
Corder also mentions that a ship was built on Palmer's Hill in 1840.  
 
In 1860 Corder reported the removal of 6000 cartloads of ballast prior to the building of John 
Dickinson’s engineworks on Palmer’s Hill - but substantial accumulations remained, particularly 
on the south side of Charles Street close to its junction with Whitburn Street. By Garbutt's map 
of 1817, several buildings have been built amongst the ballast hills. Wood’s plan of 1826 and 
Cook’s plan of 1848 show the development of housing on the west side of Whitburn Street, and 
by the 1st edition Ordnance Survey (surveyed c.1855-60) it had also developed along the south 
side of Charles Street, with the terraced housing set in front of (i.e. north of) small yards or 
gardens. Immediately south of the development site the Palmer’s Hill Engine Works (HER ref. 
5286) developed in the second half of the 19th century. By this time much of the ballast deposits 
had been levelled, but the second and later editions of the Ordnance Survey map series suggest 
underlying ballast deposits through the use of hachures. 
 
The terrace on the south side of Charles Street had been cleared by the 1967 edition of the 
Ordnance Survey plan, although a single property remained on or close to the evaluation site. 
This had also been removed by 1975, by which time building had begun on the University site 
and the Palmer’s Engineering Works had closed. It is unclear whether the car park bordering the 
south side of the evaluation site was created by adding or removing material from the site, and 
whether this process had a direct impact upon the evaluation site. 
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2. EVALUATION PROGRAMME 
 
 
2.1 Aims 
 
The aims of the programme of evaluation trenching were to investigate the possibility that 
significant archaeological remains were present on the site, to determine the character of any 
such remains and determine, as far as possible, their function and state of preservation. 
 
 
2.2 Methods 
 
A single trench was placed in the centre of the available area,+ taking due care to avoid 
undermining or otherwise disturbing the foundations or above ground structure of a modern car 
park wall (which also acts as a revetment for the raised car park surface beyond. A mechanical 
excavator, closely supervised by an archaeologist, was used to remove the surface tarmac and 
excavate the underlying ballast.  The trench was excavated following a stepped pattern in order 
to achieve the maximum depth by the safest possible means. However, the depth of the ballast 
was found to be so great that the inner trench, measuring 2m x 2m, had to be excavated some 
3m below the final step. At this point, some 4.7m below the current ground surface, the ballast 
gave way to a dark, silty deposit which it was considered merited further examination. For that 
purpose a system of boxed shoring was implemented, using a 2m x 2m inner box and wider 
outer box which sat at a higher level upon one of the terrace platforms excavated previously. 
Following the establishment of the shoring system, the floor of the trench was cleared by hand 
below the level of the shoring. All anomalies or features of potential interest were examined 
closely by hand to appraise their importance and for recording purposes. A cut was also made 
into the sub-soil exposed to check its authenticity. Trench sections exposed by lowering the 
trench floor by hand were also hand-cleaned for recording purposes. 
 
 
2.3 Trench Location and Extent 
 
The locations and extent of the evaluation trench is shown on Illustration 03.  
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Illus. 03: The position of the evaluation trench on the south side of Charles Street.
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Illus. 04: Extract from Garbutt’s map of 1817

Illus. 05: Extract from Wood’s map of 1826



Illus. 06: Extract from Robson’s map of 1831

Illus. 07: Extract from Cook’s map of 1848



Illus. 08: Extract from the 1st edition Ordnance Survey Plan

(surveyed c.1855-60).

Illus. 09: Extract from the 2nd edition Ordnance Survey Plan (1898).



Illus. 10: Extract from the 3rd edition Ordnance Survey Plan (1920).

Illus. 11: Extract from the 4th edition Ordnance Survey Plan (c.1940).



Illus. 12: Extract from the 1955 edition Ordnance Survey Plan.

Illus. 13: Extract from the 1967

edition Ordnance Survey Plan.

Illus. 14: Extract from the 1975

edition Ordnance Survey Plan.
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3. RESULTS 
 
 
3.1 Description 
Below the tarmac surface of the car park [101] and its sandy rubble base [102] was a deep 
deposit of ballast [103] - sands and gravels imported by coal-exporting ships on their return to 
the river, and dumped on and above the shoreline as waste. The upper part of this deposit [103i] 
was darker and more mixed than the lower, deeper part which comprised light coloured sand 
[103ii]. The ballast extended from 0.3m below the surface tarmac to a depth of 4.5-4.8m. Due to 
the constraints of the site and requirement for shoring, which obscured the trench sides, it was 
not possible to view the full stratigraphy of the ballast deposits, but it clearly comprised a mixture 
of fine sands, coarse sands and gravel, some apparently mixed, some dumped in discrete 
layers. The lower reaches of the deposit were examined more closely, being visible through the 
structure of the shoring, and below it. Here it was banded in different grades (from fine sand to 
gravely coarse sand), the boundaries of some of which were clearly discrete, others more 
blurred, but for recording purposes it was not felt practical, necessary or meaningful to assign 
each band a discrete context number. Parts of the ballast contained abraided tile of likely 
modern origin as well as some modern pottery. A decorated clay pipe stem of likely 18th century 
date was also recovered at a depth of some 0.3m from the foot of the ballast deposit. Some 
apparent post-holes cut into the ballast close to its very stark junction with the underlying black 
silty-loam deposit [104] appeared, upon excavation, to be animal burrows. The black silty-loam 
deposit was explored in the western half of the trench, where the cut of an apparent, shallow pit 
[105] was revealed at the southern end. This was filled with coarse gravel [106] and contained 
some sherds of glazed pottery, certainly post-medieval and probably no earlier than mid-18th 
century in origin. Within the silty-loam deposit were some items of domestic waste, including 
oyster and cockle shells, a large, iron rivet and a few sherds of abraided post-medieval/early 
modern pottery. The silty top-soil deposit, some 0.3m thick, sat upon hard, archaeologically-
sterile brown clay [107] which was investigated to a depth of some 5.4m below the surface by 
means of a second, narrow cut along the west section of the trench. The boundary between 
[104] and [107] was extremely clear, with no intermixing of deposits.  
 
Samples of the black top-soil deposit [104], a silty buried ‘top-soil’ deposit of unknown date 
encountered at 4.5-4.8 metres below the modern ground surface, were screened for artifactual 
inclusions and a single bulk sediment sample submitted for an evaluation of its bio-
archaeological potential. Small quantities of charred and waterlogged biological remains were 
recovered from the deposit, together with larger amounts of cinder, coal and ?slag. It was 
concluded that the remains were consistent with waste from a domestic hearth (or similar) 
discarded onto a former land surface but too few to provide any strong supporting (or contrary) 
evidence. No further study of the biological remains from this deposit is considered warranted. 
 
Summary 
The excavations revealed the presence of a deep deposit of sand-based ballast from 0.3m 
below the surface tarmac to a depth of 4.5-4.8m.  
 
The ballast deposit sat upon a dark, silty deposit, interpreted as probably buried top-soil, within 
which some items of domestic waste were identified, including shells, post-medieval pottery and 
an iron rivet and burnt domestic waste.  
 
Below the silty top-soil was the natural sub-soil, an archaeologically-sterile deposit of brown clay 
which was investigated to a depth of some 5.2m below the surface. 
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3.2 Interpretation 

The excavation clearly encountered ballast, the product of waste deposition from otherwise 
unladen ships entering the river between the 16th and 18th centuries. The ballast had been 
deposited upon a land surface of black, silty loam which gave the appearance of a domestic, 
back-plot deposit, its siltiness probably the result of night-soiling. The sparse sherds of pottery 
found within this deposit appear to be no earlier than 18th century in origin and may even be later 
(pers. com. Jenny Vaughan, NCAS). This suggests that the ballast was deposited on the site at 
a relatively late date. The stark nature of the junction between [103] and [104] also suggests the 
possibility that [104] may have been truncated prior to the deposition of [103]. The junction 
between the silty-loam and underlying brown clay was also stark, suggesting the possibility that 
the latter was also truncated prior to deposition of [104].  
 
The nature of the deposits recorded in the evaluation trench allow at least two main 
interpretations. First, that [104] is an ancient topsoil modified by intensive cultivation and 
domestic dumpling in the 18th century, upon which ballast was deposited by the mid-18th 
century. Alternatively it might be suggested that the nature of the interface between [104] and 
[107] implies that [107] is either truncated or is itself a made deposit, perhaps the result of major 
landscaping in the 19th century, when large quantities of ballast were removed from the area. 
The latter option would date the silty-loam topsoil [104] to the early or middle part of the 19th 
century, following which it was covered by a new infusion of (perhaps redeposited) ballast.  
 
 

 



Illus. 18: View of the excavation at an early stage,

showing the tarmac surface upon a sandy rubble base,

with mixed brown sand below

Illus. 19: View of the partially excavated evaluation

trench sandy ballast over mixed (?redeposited) darker

sandy deposits immediately below the tarmac surface.

Illus. 20: View of the evaluation trench prior to

shoring, showing dark deposit appearing below the

sandy ballast deposit.



Illus. 21: View of the excavation at an early stage,

showing the tarmac surface upon a sandy rubble base,

with mixed brown sand below

Illus. 22: View of the partially excavated evaluation

trench sandy ballast over mixed (?redeposited) darker

sandy deposits immediately below the tarmac surface.

Illus. 23: View of the evaluation trench following completion

of excavation, showing slot into natural clay to left of view (A)

with deeper slot (B) at top left.
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4. CONCLUSIONS 
 
 
The following conclusions may be drawn from the results of the evaluation excavations: 
 
No significant structural remains were discovered during the excavation and no artifacts pre-
dating the 18th century were recovered from archaeologically-secure contexts.  
 
No indication was found of medieval settlement or land-use. 
 
The findings of the excavation allow at least two main interpretations. First, that ballast was 
dumped in the 18th century upon a modified topsoil. Second, that the underlying clay was  the 
result of major landscaping in the 19th century, when large quantities of ballast were removed 
from the area, and that the present ballast overlying the site dates from that period. 
 
Whether the absence of significant archaeological remains from the site is no intensive activity 
took place there prior to the 19th century, or because they have subsequently been removed, 
perhaps by terracing, remains, in the absence of additional information from the vicinity, the 
subject of speculation.  
 
The absence of archaeologically-significant remains in this area does not, of course, preclude 
the possibility that they survive elsewhere in the vicinity. 
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5. RECOMMENDATIONS 
 
 
The nature of remains found upon the site does not support a recommendation for further 
archaeological evaluation or mitigation by avoidance.  
 
Any further development likely to impact upon the levels below the ballast in the St Peter’s area 
should be subject to further archaeological investigation. 
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7. APPENDIX 1: CONTEXT DESCRIPTIONS 
 
 
[101] Tarmac car park surface 
[102] Rubble base to the tarmac surface. 
[103] Ballast deposits comprising sands and gravels, including fine sands, coarse sands and 
gravel, some apparently mixed. 
[104] Black silty-loam containing some pottery sherds, sea shell and a metal bolt or rivet. 
[105] The cut for a shallow pit in the surface of [104] 
[106] The gravely fill of shallow pit [105] 
[107] Stiff brown clay interpreted as the upper part of the natural deposits. 
 
 
 

 



Charles St. Sunderland, Evaluation 

The Archaeological Practice Ltd. 2007 

 

8. APPENDIX 2: ENVIRONMENTAL ANALYSIS OF DEPOSIT [104] 
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Summary 
 
A single bulk sediment sample, recovered from deposits revealed during excavations at St 
Peter’s Sixth Form College, Sunderland, Tyne and Wear, was submitted for an evaluation of its 
bio-archaeological potential. The sample was taken from a silty buried ‘top-soil’ deposit of 
unknown date encountered at 4.5-4.8 metres below the modern ground surface. 
 
Small quantities of charred and waterlogged biological remains were recovered from the deposit, 
together with larger amounts of cinder, coal and ?slag. Overall, the remains were consistent with 
waste from a domestic hearth (or similar) discarded onto a former land surface (as conjectured 
by the excavator) but too few to provide any strong supporting (or contrary) evidence. 
 
A recovered charred cereal grain could provide sufficient suitable material for radiocarbon 
dating, if required (and provided its presence within this deposit is archaeologically secure – i.e. 
it has not been reworked or relocated by human or other activity). 
 
No further study of the biological remains from this deposit is warranted. 
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Evaluation of biological remains from excavations at St Peter’s Sixth Form College, 
Sunderland, Tyne and Wear (site code: AP2007SCS) 

 
Introduction 
 
An archaeological evaluation excavation was undertaken by The Archaeological Practice Ltd 
at St Peter’s Sixth Form College, Sunderland, Tyne and Wear, during the first half of 2007. 
The works were undertaken on the west side of the Anglo-Saxon monastery of St Peter’s, 
the site of the proposed Sixth Form College. 
 
The excavations revealed the presence of a deep deposit of sand-based ballast from 0.3 m 
below the surface tarmac to a depth of 4.5 m. The ballast deposit sat upon a dark, silty 
deposit, interpreted as a probable buried top-soil, within which some items of domestic 
waste were identified, including shells and an iron rivet. The silty ‘top-soil’ deposit was some 
0.3 m thick and overlay an archaeologically-sterile brown clay which was investigated to a 
depth of some 5.4 m below the modern ground surface. 
 
A single bulk sediment sample (‘GBA’/‘BS’ sensu Dobney et al. 1992) from the probable 
buried top-soil was submitted to Palaeoecology Research Services Limited (PRS), County 
Durham, for an evaluation of its bio-archaeological potential. 
 
 
Methods 

 
The sediment sample was inspected in the laboratory and its lithology was recorded using a 
standard pro forma. A sub-sample was taken and processed, broadly following the 
techniques of Kenward et al. (1980), for the recovery of plant and invertebrate macrofossils. 
Prior to processing the sub-sample was disaggregated in water and its volume recorded in a 
waterlogged state.  
 
The washover and residue were mostly mineral in nature, or largely composed of charred 
remains, and were dried and weighed before being recorded. Plant and invertebrate remains 
were recorded briefly by ‘scanning’ using a low-power microscope, identifiable taxa and 
other biological and artefactual components being listed on paper.  
  
Nomenclature for plant species follows Stace (1997), snails follow Kerney (1999) and 
charcoal identifications follow Schoch et al. (2004). 
 
 
Results 
 
Archaeological information, provided by the excavator, is given in square brackets after the 
context number (this was assigned by PRS for internal record keeping purposes). A brief 
summary of the processing method and an estimate of the remaining volume of 
unprocessed sediment follows (in round brackets) after the sample numbers. 
 
Context PRS1000 [probable buried top-soil deposit at 4.5-4.8 metres below the modern 
ground surface; undated] 
Sample 3/T (3 kg/3 litres sieved to 300 microns with washover; approximately 6 litres of 
unprocessed sediment remain but additional material was retained by the excavator) 
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Moist, mid grey to dark grey (with some small yellow-brown patches), unconsolidated to 
crumbly (working soft in places), very slightly sandy slightly clay silt, with stones (6 to over 
60 mm) present. 
 
The medium-sized washover (66 g, dried) was mostly of coal (to 15 mm) and cinder (to 10 
mm), with a little ?slag (to 10 mm), fine unidentifiable charcoal (to 5 mm) and a small number 
of snail shells. In addition, there was one unidentifiable charred cereal grain present and a 
few waterlogged fruits and seeds from wild taxa of waste ground – cabbage/mustard 
(Brassica/Sinapis), meadow/creeping buttercup (Ranunculus acris L./R. repens L.), 
orache/goosefoot (Atriplex/Chenopodium) and sedge (Carex), for example. The snails 
comprised remains of twelve individuals, nine of which were represented by unidentified 
apex fragments (one of which appeared burnt, or perhaps stained, black). The other three 
shells were of Vallonia ?excentrica Sterki. 
 
There was a small residue (dry weight 0.36 kg) of sand, stones (to 32 mm), ?slag (to 40 mm; 
44 g) and cinder (to 25 mm; 22 g), with some coal (to 19 mm; 4 g of larger pieces sorted 
from residue) and charcoal (to14 mm; 1 g). There were also traces of unidentified marine 
shell (to 10 mm; <1 g) and two unidentified burnt bone fragments (to 9 mm; <1 g). Some of 
the larger charcoal twig fragment could be partially identified as alder/birch/hazel 
(Alnus/Betula/Corylus). 
 

 
Discussion and statement of potential 
 
Biological remains recovered from the processed sub-sample were restricted to small 
quantities of unidentified charcoal, a single charred cereal grain, a few waterlogged seeds 
and fruits of plants of waste ground, a small number of land snails and traces of marine shell 
and burnt bone. The charred remains were almost certainly contemporary with the formation 
of the deposit – given the range of other remains from burning – but were largely unidentified 
and of no real interpretative value. The waterlogged plant and unburnt snail remains may 
also be ancient but could be modern contaminants of the opened section – in either case 
they were, again, too few to be of any value for detailed ecological interpretation. 
 
Overall, the remains were certainly consistent with waste from a domestic hearth (or similar) 
discarded onto a former land surface (as conjectured by the excavator) but too few to 
provide any strong supporting (or contrary) evidence. 
 
The charred cereal grain could provide sufficient suitable material for radiocarbon dating (via 
AMS), if required (and provided its presence within this deposit is archaeologically secure – 
i.e. it has not been reworked or relocated by human or other activity). 
 
 
Recommendations 
 
No further study of the biological remains from this deposit is warranted. 
 
 
Retention and disposal 
 
Unless required for purposes other than the study of the biological remains, or the recovery 
of additional material for submission for radiocarbon dating (bearing in mind the caveat 
expressed above), any remaining sediment from this deposit may be discarded. 
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The small quantities of biological remains recovered from the evaluation subsample should 
be retained for the present. 
 
 
Archive 
 
All material is currently stored by Palaeoecology Research Services (Unit 8, Dabble Duck 
Industrial Estate, Shildon, County Durham), along with paper and electronic records 
pertaining to the work described here. 
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9. APPENDIX 3: BRIEF FOR ARCHAEOLOGICAL EXCAVATION 
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