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1.0 Non-Technical Summary 

An archaeological watching brief was carried out in Erdington, Birmingham, during construction works for 

an inspection chamber and pipework in pursuance of legal commencement of works. Identified deposits 

were associated with the construction of buildings within the site and attendant landscaping in the later 20th 

Century. No archaeological deposits or artefacts were identified.  

2.0 Introduction 

2.1 Background to the Works 

An archaeological watching brief was undertaken on Tuesday 21st July 2015. These works were carried out 

as part of a programme of an archaeological evaluation and recording strategy agreed with Birmingham 

City Council to identify and record potential archaeological remains within the site of a proposed Sainsbury’s 

development.  

The archaeological watching brief was required as part of a programme of investigation to discharge 

planning condition No. 1 on planning permission 2011/08251/PA: 

No development shall take place until the applicant has secured the implementation of a 

programme of archaeological work, including excavation, post-excavation analysis and publication 

of a report, in accordance with a written scheme of investigation, which has been submitted to and 

approved in writing by the Local Planning Authority. The programme of archaeological work shall 

be fully implemented in accordance with the approved written scheme of investigation. 

A Written Scheme of Investigation was prepared for a programme of evaluation excavations across the 

development site to target areas of identified heightened archaeological potential (WYG, June 2015a). The 

WSI has been formally submitted in respect of the condition and the pre-commencement aspects of the 

condition have been discharged. However, a programme of utilities works prior to the implementation of 

the agreed programme of archaeological evaluation has necessitated a watching brief in order to ensure 

that no archaeological remains were disturbed without recording. The watching brief was the subject of a 

Written Scheme of Investigation also agreed with Birmingham City Council (WYG June 2015b). This 

document provided the framework for the archaeological monitoring at the site. 
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2.2 Existing Site Conditions & Proposed Development 

The development site is located in central Erdington in Birmingham. The site is centred on SP 113 922 

(411300, 292200) and lies approximately 125m above the Ordnance Datum. A site location plan can be 

seen in Appendix A. 

The site that is the subject of this assessment extends to approximately 2.60 hectares. The site is primarily 

in use as a car dealership and service centre but there is a disused, multi-storey Council office building in 

the south-west of the site where the works that were the subject of the watching brief took place. The 

wider development site is bounded to the east by housing and residential gardens, to the south by 

Orphanage Road and a car park, to the west by commercial properties and Edwards Road, and to the north 

by Sutton Road and the buildings of the former Erdington Abbey (built 1850). 

The proposed development comprises a supermarket, a number of three retail units, associated car parking 

and fifteen residential properties, as well as associated landscaping.  However, this report addresses the 

results of limited utilities works to construct an inspection chamber and pipework associated with sewerage 

works in the south-west of the development site. A plan showing the location and extent of the works can 

be seen in Appendices A & B respectively. 

3.0 Archaeological Background 

The development site was been the subject of a desk-based assessment (WYG, 2011) that explored the 

historical and archaeological background to the site and its environs. 

Erdington is situated to the north-east of central Birmingham city centre. The modern urban landscape of 

Erdington has done much to mask any potential evidence of prehistoric activity and no recorded sites of 

Roman or early medieval date were identified during the preparation of the DBA. Erdington is mentioned in 

the Domesday Book, meaning it was an established settlement by the Norman period and that it is likely to 

have had its origins as a settlement within the early medieval period. Evidence for a medieval village 

appears on a map by Tomlinson’s of 1760. The map demonstrates a planned settlement layout, with a 

continuous rear boundary along each side of the modern High Street; both strip and irregular fields have 

been recorded beyond these boundaries. Continuing northwards, houses set within enclosures are sited 

along the modern-day Sutton Road and Orphanage Road. Excavations at Orphanage Road and Greenside 

Road have recorded “black earth” deposits and a potential 12th century stockman’s hut (WYG 2011). 
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The post-medieval period sees a growth in the exploitation of natural resources and with it the 

establishment of Birmingham as an industrial centre. This industrial growth from the 17th century onwards 

led to the subsequent expansion of the urban centre to a point where it encompassed surrounding 

settlements, including Erdington. As a result the site has been extensively developed and re-developed over 

the last 100 years meaning that there are almost no areas of the site that have not been subject to 

occupation by a 20th century structure.  

4.0 The Watching Brief 

4.1 Methodology 

The Watching Brief was undertaken on Tuesday 21st July 2015 by Martin Brown FSA MCIfA, Principal 

Archaeologist, WYG. The archaeological watching brief was carried out in accordance with Chartered 

Institute for Archaeologists guidelines Standards Guidance for Watching Briefs (2014). 

Excavation was undertaken using a tracked, mechanical excavator and carried out under archaeological 

supervision. Unfortunately, the width of the grass area within which the groundworks took place and the 

proximity of the works to the public highway and to the southern wall of the office block meant that the 

toothless ditching bucket was not suitable due to its width and a narrower, toothed bucket was used. 

Although not ideal for archaeologically monitored excavations there was no alternative if the works were to 

proceed safely.  

The location of the works was on a strip of grass 2m wide between the former office building and the brick 

boundary and retaining wall fronting the north side of Orphanage Road (NGR: SP 1129 9211). The works 

included the excavation of a pit 2m deep by 2m wide and 2m long into which the concrete structure of the 

inspection chamber and stub connections left for the future construction phase were to be inserted. 

Appendix B includes both a construction plan and a post-construction annotated construction plan to 

demonstrate the nature of the works. 

The site was given the code ED15 and each deposit beneath the turf was systematically removed and 

recorded. Appendix C includes a table that includes a description of each context, while site photographs 

showing the results of the works have been reproduced in Appendix D. 
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4.2 Results 

Deposit (001) lay immediately below the unstratified turf and topsoil (+) that was 0.10m thick. It included a 

loosely compacted mid yellow-brown sandy clay with occasional fragments of ceramic building material, 

builders aggregate and grey concrete chippings and was 0.40m thick. This deposit was above (002), a 

loosely compacted, light grey brown sand and mortar layer up to 0.55m thick. This layer included heavy 

concentrations of ceramic building material, concrete chippings, set mortar and fragments of paving slabs. 

The ceramic building material included fragments from bricks of identical form to those visible in the wall of 

the office block to the north and the boundary wall onto Orphanage Road to the south. Meanwhile, the 

fragments of paving slab recovered very closely resembled slabs in the paved path immediately north of the 

works between the excavation and the office building. This layer also included a corroded iron head of a 

pickaxe, metal strapping, the corroded lid of a paint tin and a length of lead piping. An aluminium ring pull 

was also recovered from this layer. This layer appeared to extend beneath structure (004), the paved 

pathway. The artefacts identified in this layer, as well as its general composition strongly suggest that this 

represents a dumped layer corresponding to the construction of the office block where surplus and waste 

material was deposited before its concealment beneath (001) and the turf of the landscaping.  

Layer (003) lay beneath (002) and was up to 0.50m thick. It was composed of a mottled orange-grey-

brown clay-sand mix and included occasional to moderate water rounded gravel pebbles. This deposit is 

considered to be natural subsoil. The layer covered clean red-brown sands with occasional water rounded 

gravel pebbles which differed from (003) only in colour. This layer (006) is considered to be natural subsoil.  

Structure (004) is the concrete path. It includes concrete paving slabs with a concrete kerb along its south 

edge. Both kerb and slabs are bedded on a bed of heavily aggregated concrete. The topsoil and turf (+) 

and layer (001) abut the kerb on its south side while it is bounded to the north by the south wall of the 

office block. Deposits (002) and (003) both appear to extend beneath (004). 

The southern boundary of the excavation was formed by the modern boundary wall of the site (005). This 

wall was constructed of modern red bricks, with a dark grey course forming a coping. The wall was 1.20m 

deep and to the north was abutted by layers (+), (001) and (002), while to the south it formed a boundary 

1m high between the pavement on the north side of Orphanage Road and the site. As bricks of very similar 

form and appearance to those in (005) were identified within (003) the wall is considered to have been 

constructed at the same time as the remodelling of the site when the office block was constructed. 
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5.0 Artefacts 

No artefacts other than the Modern objects discussed above were identified during the watching brief. 

These were not retained, in line with methodology set out in the Written Scheme of Investigation (WYG 

2015b: 6.1). 

6.0 Summary and Conclusions 

The watching brief did not identify any archaeological deposits, features or structures. Those deposits 

identified were shown to be of recent date and highly likely to be connected to the construction of the 

office block that occupies the western end of the site and which is adjacent to the construction works. The 

results of this watching brief suggest that this part of the site has suffered significant disturbance during 

the construction of the office block and the attendant landscaping. As result, the survival of archaeological 

deposits in this area is highly unlikely. Nevertheless, this may not be the case for other parts of the site 

where there had been less significant development and attendant disturbance. These areas of the site are 

to be investigated through an agreed programme of archaeological evaluation (WYG, June 2015a). 

7.0 Archive 

The site archive consists of: 

• Site plans provided by the client; 

• Written Context Sheets;  

• Both digital and hard copies of this report; and 

• Digital photographs taken during the watching brief. 

The archive will be provided to the contractor undertaking the subsequent evaluation excavations within the 

site for inclusion within the final site archive.  
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Appendix B – Construction Drawings 
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Annotated Plan showing “as built” drawing. NB: works completed as per Inset A 
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Appendix C – List and Summary of Contexts  
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Table 1 Context Description 

Context 

Number 

Description Depth Associated 

Artefacts 

Date 

+ 

Unstratified 
Turf and topsoil 0.10m - Modern 

001 
Deposit: mid yellow-brown 

sandy clay  
0.40m 

Occasional Ceramic 
Building Material; 

aggregate and grey 

concrete chippings 

Modern 

002 

Deposit: loosely compacted, 

light grey brown sand and 
mortar layer with very heavy 

inclusions of mortar, brick 

and concrete paving 
fragments. 

0.55m  

Modern Fe pick head; 
one aluminium ring 

pull; Pb pipe and Fe 

band. 

Modern 

003 

Deposit: firm, mottled 

orange-grey –brown clay 
sand with occasional pebbles.  

0.50m - - 

004 

Structure: modern path of 
concrete pavers with 

concrete kerbs on a concrete 

formation layer. 

0.30m - Modern 

005 
Structure: modern brick 

retaining and boundary wall. 
1.20m - Modern 

006 
Natural 

Deposit: clean, firm, orange- 
brown clay sand. 

- - - 
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Picture 1: General view of the excavation area seen from the north-west showing ground 

conditions at the commencement of works. 
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Picture 2: View of the works from the north during excavation. 
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Picture 3: North-facing section of the excavation, showing brick wall (005) and layer 

(003) and Natural subsoil (006) beneath. 
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Picture 4: West-facing section, showing topsoil (+), sandy deposit layer (001), dumped 

layer (002) and sands (003) and (006). 
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Picture 5: East-facing section showing the sequence of layers identified as well as 

structures of the paved pathway (004) and the boundary and retaining wall (005). 
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Picture 6: South-facing section showing pathway structure (004) overlying dumped layer 

(002) and sands (003) and (006). 
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Picture 7: View south into the excavation showing the installed inspection chamber (prior 

to the installation of the hatch).
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Watching Brief, Sainsbury’s Development, Erdington 

This report is produced solely for the benefit of Sainsbury’s Supermarkets Ltd and no liability is 
accepted for any reliance placed on it by any other party unless specifically agreed by us in writing. 

This report is prepared for the proposed uses stated in the report and should not be relied upon for other 
purposes unless specifically agreed by us in writing.  In time technological advances, improved practices, 

fresh information or amended legislation may necessitate a re-assessment.  Opinions and information 

provided in this report are on the basis of WYG using reasonable skill and care in the preparation of the 
report.  

This report refers, within the limitations stated, to the environment of the site in the context of the 
surrounding area at the time of the inspections.  Environmental conditions can vary and no warranty is 

given as to the possibility of changes in the environment of the site and surrounding area at differing times. 

This report is limited to those aspects reported on, within the scope and limits agreed with the client under 

our appointment. It is necessarily restricted and no liability is accepted for any other aspect. It is based on 

the information sources indicated in the report. Some of the opinions are based on unconfirmed data and 
information and are presented accordingly within the scope for this report. 

Reliance has been placed on the documents and information supplied to WYG by others, no independent 
verification of these has been made by WYG and no warranty is given on them.  No liability is accepted or 

warranty given in relation to the performance, reliability, standing etc of any products, services, 

organisations or companies referred to in this report. 

Whilst reasonable skill and care have been used, no investigative method can eliminate the possibility of 

obtaining partially imprecise, incomplete or not fully representative information. Any monitoring or survey 
work undertaken as part of the commission will have been subject to limitations, including for example 

timescale, seasonal, budget and weather related conditions. 

Although care is taken to select monitoring and survey periods that are typical of the environmental 
conditions being measured, within the overall reporting programme constraints, measured conditions may 

not be fully representative of the actual conditions.  Any predictive or modelling work, undertaken as part of 
the commission will be subject to limitations including the representativeness of data used by the model 

and the assumptions inherent within the approach used.  Actual environmental conditions are typically 
more complex and variable than the investigative, predictive and modelling approaches indicate in practice, 

and the output of such approaches cannot be relied upon as a comprehensive or accurate indicator of 

future conditions. 

The potential influence of our assessment and report on other aspects of any development or future 

planning requires evaluation by other involved parties. 

The performance of environmental protection measures and of buildings and other structures in relation to 

acoustics, vibration, noise mitigation and other environmental issues is influenced to a large extent by the 

degree to which the relevant environmental considerations are incorporated into the final design and 
specifications and the quality of workmanship and compliance with the specifications on site during 

construction. WYG accept no liability for issues with performance arising from such factors. 
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