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SUMMARY

Wardell Armstrong (WA) was commissioned by The JCB Academy Trust, to undertake an

archaeological watching brief at the Former Dove First School, Rocester, Staffordshire, ST14

5LA, (NGR: SK 11193 39451). The watching brief was required as a fulfilment of a condition of
planning consent. The watching brief was undertaken in accordance with a written scheme

of investigation (WSI) produced in response to advice provided by Debbie Taylor, Historic

Environment Advisor, acting as the archaeological planning advisor on behalf of East

Staffordshire Borough Council.

The archaeological watching brief comprised the monitoring of a foundation trench for a

single storey extension to the former school buildings over two days, from 2nd to the 3rd of

March 2017.

The foundation trench was 0.60m wide and was excavated to a maximum depth of 0.90m,

over an area c.76m2, removing tarmac, sub-base gravel and made ground. The remaining

internal footprint was excavated to a maximum depth of 0.20m into the sub-base gravel. No
archaeological deposits or features were encountered during the programme of works.
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1 INTRODUCTION

1.1 Project Circumstances and Planning Background

1.1.1 In March 2017, Wardell Armstrong (WA) undertook an archaeological watching brief

at the Former Dove First School, Rocester, Staffordshire (NGR: SK 11193 39451). It was
commissioned by the client who intends to construct a single storey extension on the

south side of the extant school building, combined with alterations and refurbishment

of the existing building to provide a new advanced engineering apprenticeship centre,

for which planning consent has been granted by East Staffordshire Borough Council
(planning reference: P/2016/01825).

1.1.2 The grant of planning permission by East Staffordshire Borough Council, dated 2nd

March 2017 stated that, “6. The archaeological investigation scheme shall be
implemented in full in accordance with the approved details set out in the Written
Scheme of Investigation of Wardell Armstrong Archaeology dated February 2017
(dated as being received on 13 February 2017). Reason: To ensure that no development
takes place which may adversely affect any items of archaeological interest without
adequate prior investigation in accordance with East Staffordshire Local Plan Policies
DP5 and DP6 and the National Planning Policy Framework (particularly Section 12).”

1.1.3 This planning condition was in line with advice provided to East Staffordshire Borough

Council by Debbie Taylor, Historic Environment Advisor, in a letter dated 26th January

2017 (Staffordshire County Council 2017). The proposed development area lies within

an area of archaeological potential, and within Historic Urban Character Area (HUCA)
8: Dove Lane of the Rocester Extensive Urban Survey (Staffordshire County Council

2014).

1.1.4 The proposed development area is believed to be located within a Roman fort,
established at Rocester between the late 1st and 2nd century AD, and later settlement

activity, the heritage significance of which may be affected by the proposed

development.

1.1.5 A watching brief is defined as a programme of ‘monitoring and investigation carried

out during a non-archaeological activity within a specified area of land or development

where construction operations may disturb or destroy archaeological remains’ (CIfA
2014a).
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1.2 Project Documentation

1.2.1 The project conforms to advice provided by the archaeological planning advisor,

Debbie Taylor, Historic Environment Advisor, Staffordshire County Council (Document

dated 26th January 2017). A Written Scheme of Investigation (WSI) was produced to
provide a specific methodology based on the advice for a programme of archaeological

mitigation implemented via a watching brief (WA 2017a). This was approved by the

historic environment advisor prior to the fieldwork taking place. This is in line with

government advice as set out in Section 12 of the National Planning Policy Framework
(NPPF 2012).

1.2.2 This report outlines the work undertaken on site, the subsequent programme of post-

fieldwork analysis, and the results of this watching brief.
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2 METHODOLOGY

2.1 Standards and guidance

2.1.1 The archaeological watching brief was undertaken following the Chartered Institute

for Archaeologists Standard and Guidance for an archaeological watching brief
(2014a), and in accordance with the WA fieldwork manual (2017b).

2.1.2 The fieldwork programme was followed by an assessment of the data as set out in the

Standard and Guidance for an archaeological watching brief (CIfA 2014a) and the

Standard and Guidance for the collection, documentation, conservation and research
of archaeological materials (CIfA 2014b).

2.2 Documentary Research

2.2.2 A heritage statement was prepared by MOArchitecture (2017), which set out in brief
the archaeological and historical background of the school building and its immediate

environs. This was supplemented by advice prepared by the Staffordshire County

Council (2017).

2.3 The Watching Brief

2.3.1 The watching brief comprised the monitoring of all intrusive works associated with the

current development, this comprised the excavation of a foundation trench following
the outer wall of the footprint of the single storey extension, to a depth of

approximately 0.90m and width of 0.60m.

2.3.2 The general aims of these investigations were:

 allow the monitoring archaeologist to signal that an archaeological find has been
made before it is destroyed

 to provide the opportunity for appropriate resource allocation if the archaeological
find cannot be dealt with under the watching brief remit

 to establish the presence or absence of buried archaeological remains within the
proposed development site

 to determine the character, date, extent and distribution of any archaeological
deposits and their potential significance

 determine levels of disturbance to any archaeological deposits from past building
activities
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 investigate and record all deposits and features of archaeological interest within
the areas to be disturbed by the current development

 to determine the likely impact on archaeological deposits from the proposed
development

 to disseminate the results of the fieldwork through an appropriate level of
reporting.

2.3.3 Deposits considered not to be significant were removed by a mechanical excavator
fitted with a toothless ditching bucket, measuring 0.60m in width, to maximise the

chance for identification of archaeological remains should they be present. All

intrusive groundworks were monitored under close supervision by a suitably trained

archaeologist. Where potential archaeological remains were present the groundworks
were subsequently cleaned by hand. No archaeological remains were identified.

2.3.4 A full professional archive has been compiled in accordance with the project

specification, and the Archaeological Archives Forum recommendations (Brown
2011). It is anticipated that the archive will be deposited with the Guildhall Museum,

Rocester with copies of the report sent to the Staffordshire County Council HER, where

viewing will be made available upon request. The project archive can be accessed
under the unique project identifier DSR-A, MC10184.

2.3.5 Wardell Armstrong supports the Online AccesS to the Index of Archaeological

InvestigationS (OASIS) project. This project aims to provide an on-line index and access
to the extensive and expanding body of grey literature, created as a result of

developer-funded archaeological work. As a result, details of the results of this project

will be made available by WA as a part of this national project. The OASIS reference

for the project is: wardella2-278465.
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3 BACKGROUND

3.1 Location and Geological Context

3.1.1 The site is located at National Grid Reference SK 11193 39451. The site is situated

within the grounds of the former Dove First School to the northeast of the village of
Rocester, in the borough of East Staffordshire. The former school is located off Church

Lane, immediately north of St. Michael’s Church and cemetery, with the river Dove is

located to the east, beyond a neighbouring pasture field.

3.1.2 The area of investigation lies at a height of c.90m aOD (above Ordnance Datum) with
the ground sloping down gently to the east in the direction of the river Dove.

3.1.3 The site is approximately c.76m2 in size and is a roughly rectangular footprint for a

proposed single storey extension tucked against the south elevation of the former
school building. At present the site comprises a tarmac yard and brick planter.

3.1.4 The underlying solid geology within the area of investigation is mapped as mudstone

of the Mercia Mudstone Group deposited during the Triassic Period, approximately
200 to 251 million years ago, in a local environment previously dominated by hot

deserts. This sedimentary bedrock is overlain by superficial deposits of sand and

gravel, broadly described as river terrace deposits, formed up to 3 million years ago
during the Quaternary Period (BGS 2017). The natural substrate, which was possibly

observed during the current phase of works comprised a sandy clay, which would be

consistent with the mapped geologies above.

3.2 Historical and Archaeological Background

3.2.1 A heritage statement was prepared by MOArchitecture (2017), which set out the

archaeological and historical background of the school building and its immediate

environs. This has been supplemented in advice provided by the local planning
authority (Staffordshire County Council 2017).

3.2.2 The former Dove First School is located within the eastern component of the Rocester

Conservation Area, designated in 1970 (MOArchitecture 2017), which contains four
Listed Buildings. The Church of St. Michael to the immediate south, Farm Cottage to

the north-west, and the Old Vicarage to the south-west are all Grade II Listed Buildings.

A single 13th century cross within St. Michael’s churchyard is a Grade II* Listed Building.
An area to the south and west of St. Michael’s Church is Scheduled as the Site of

Rocester Abbey and part of the Roman town (SM No. 1006106).
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3.2.3 The proposed development area lies within the Historic Urban Character Area (HUCA)
8: Dove Lane of the Rocester Extensive Urban Survey (Staffordshire County Council

2014), which has been identified as being of high archaeological value.

3.2.4 Summarised within the WSI, it was concluded that there was a reasonable likelihood
that archaeological remains of Roman and later date may be present within the

proposed development site.

3.2.5 Prehistoric (up to c.AD 43): Evidence for human activity within the vicinity of Rocester

dating to the Mesolithic, Neolithic and Iron Age is known (Staffordshire County Council
2017). During excavations in the mid-1980s, lithic material and prehistoric pottery

were recovered from Roman and medieval phases on the New Cemetery site north-

west of the former Dove First School (Esmonde Cleary and Ferris 1996).

3.2.6 Roman (c.AD 43-c.AD 410): It is thought that the Roman fort at Rocester was

strategically located to take advantage of the promontory between the Churnet and

Dove rivers, situated on the Chesterton and Little Chester Roman road. The best
evidence for the Roman occupation of this area was observed during excavations in

the New Cemetery between 1985 and 1987 (Esmonde Cleary and Ferris 1996), located

to the immediate north-west of the proposed development area.

3.2.7 The first Roman fort was constructed towards the end of the 1st century AD with two

parallel ditches representing the northern boundary of the fort. However, these

ditches were not open for long, and were soon replaced by the clay ramparts to a

second fort which either ran parallel, or at right angles to, the first fort’s ditches, dating
to the early 2nd century. This same sequence was observed in a small trench excavated

to the north of the former Dove First School (Esmonde Cleary and Ferris 1986). An

entire barrack block and parts of other structures were identified as belonging to a
third phase of fort, probably dating to the Antonine Period (c.AD 140-160). Towards

the end of the 2nd century, following the demolition of the fort and apparent

withdrawal of Roman military presence from Rocester, the defences of a small town
emerged as part of the late Roman re-settlement of the land (Esmonde Cleary and

Ferris 1996).

3.2.8 Early Medieval to Medieval (c.AD 410-c.1485): Pits, ovens and hearths probably
belong to the late Roman and Saxon activity in the area, were identified in the New

Cemetery excavations. Although limited, these features show the continued

settlement following the Roman withdrawal, and as the medieval period progressed
the land gradually became used for cultivation (Esmonde Cleary and Ferris 1996).
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3.2.9 An Augustinian Abbey was later established within the old Roman fort in c.AD 1140s,
aiding the development of Rocester as a market centre (Staffordshire County Council

2017), despite the apparent anarchic nature of the religious order in Rocester in the

years prior to the Dissolution (Litherland 1991, 16). Tanning and processing hides and
other animal products appears to have taken place in the area north of St. Michael’s

Church, in the vicinity of the former Dove First School (Esmonde Cleary and Ferris

1986).

3.2.10 Post-Medieval to Modern (c.AD 1485-present): Rocester continued to grow as a local
centre of trade following the medieval period, and in the late 18th century, Richard

Arkwright established a cotton mill on the River Dove (Staffordshire County Council

2017) and turned the agricultural village into a small semi-industrial town. The mill
continued production until the 1980s, and for a richer account of the fortunes of

Rocester during this time, a parish history was written following the excavations in the

1980s by Litherland (1991). The former Dove First School was constructed on the site
north of St. Michael’s Church in 1913, with classroom extensions dated to 1986

(MOArchitecture 2017).

3.3 Previous Archaeological Work

3.3.1 Archaeological excavations have been taking place in Rocester over the Roman forts

known to be situated there since the 1960s, based upon the antiquarian knowledge of

Roman material sourced from around the village (Esmonde Cleary and Ferris 1996, 1).

3.3.2 The first limited excavations at the New Cemetery site, approximately 75m to the

north-west of the proposed development area, took place in 1961 from which it was

determined that there were at least two successive forts and a later Roman defended
settlement including early medieval activity (Webster 1962).

3.3.3 Following this, several seasons of trench excavations took place from 1985 to 1987 on

the New Cemetery site to further understand the development of the Roman site
(Esmonde Cleary and Ferris 1996). This also included trenches in other corners of the

village where permission was granted, including to the immediate north of the former

Dove First School prior to the extension of classrooms, and across the football club field
500m to the south-east of St. Michael’s Church, all of which was supplemented by

geophysical survey in Abbey Field, immediately south of the church, and the football

club (Esmonde Cleary and Ferris 1986).
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3.3.4 A trial pit was excavated in 1998, approximately 4m north of the former Dove First
School and within the tarmac play area, ahead of further development (Burrows 1999).

The excavation was undertaken in an effort to confirm the existence of intact

archaeological deposits observed in the New Cemetery site a decade earlier, to which
the “south-eastern quadrant” of the trial pit “served to illustrate” (Burrows 1999, 2).

Several layers of uncontaminated archaeology were sealed beneath tarmac and a

supporting layer of stone and sand, the lowest deposit of which contained Roman and

medieval material at a maximum depth of approximately 1m below ground level.

3.3.5 A subsequent watching brief was undertaken on the classroom extension the following

year, though no further archaeological deposits or features were observed (Burrows

1999, Appendix).
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4 WATCHING BRIEF RESULTS

4.1 Introduction

4.1.1 The watching brief was undertaken between the 2nd and 3rd of March 2017. The

archaeological watching brief monitored all excavations associated with a proposed
single storey extension to the south side of the former Dove First School. Context

numbers are provided, where relevant, in brackets, relating also to a summary table

provided in Appendix 1.

4.1.2 The development groundworks required the excavation of a foundation trench around
the footprint of the proposed extension. The excavations largely consisted of the

removal of tarmac, sub-base and made ground to a maximum depth of 0.90m, only

exposing in places a possible interface layer with the natural.

4.1.3 No archaeological remains were encountered within the trench, with only the remains

of a disused manhole belonging to the earliest construction phase of the school in the

early 20th century, and the brick and concrete foundations of a planter demolished
during the current works.

4.2 Results

4.2.1 The excavated trench followed the outer footprint of the proposed single storey
extension to provide foundations for a new external wall (Figure 2). The trench was

excavated to an average depth of 0.90m, to tie in with the foundations of the extant

school which were observed at this depth below current ground level (Plate 1). The

width of the trench was between 0.60 and 0.70m, and comprised the removal of
tarmac (100) with a thickness of 0.10m, a gravel sub-base (101) to an average

thickness of 0.16m, and made-ground (102) which comprised a soft dark grey clayey

silt to with a maximum depth of 0.60m (Plate 2).

4.2.2 In some instances, where the level of the made-ground (102) was shallow enough, a

soft dark yellowish brown sandy clay (103) was observed. This deposit has been

interpreted as a possible interface between the made ground and the natural
substrate, though further investigation could not be carried out due to the instability

of the trench sides. However, no artefactual material or features were identified in

this layer.

4.2.3 Concrete strips and the lower courses of brick from a removed brick planter, and a

disused brick manhole, were also removed during the works and loosely described as

{104}. The manhole was constructed of early 20th century brick and cement and
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probably belonged to the initial construction of the school in c.1913 or shortly
thereafter (Plate 3).

4.2.4 The remaining internal footprint, within the foundation trench, comprised the

removal of up to 0.20m of tarmac and sub-base. It was determined during the
watching brief that this remaining area did not need monitoring as the depth of the

possible archaeological horizon would be unaffected.

4.2.5 No features or deposits of archaeological significance were observed during the

programme of works.

4.3 Archaeological Finds and Environmental Sampling

4.3.1 No archaeological finds were recovered, and no environmental samples were taken

during the groundworks.
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5 CONCLUSIONS

5.1 Interpretation

5.1.1 The archaeological watching brief monitored all excavations associated with the

proposed single storey extension to the former Dove First School building. No features
or finds of archaeological significance were noted during the watching brief.

5.2 Preservation

5.2.1 Despite the known presence of archaeological deposits to the north of the school, as

evidenced in the archaeological work in 1998-9, and the rich Roman and medieval
archaeology excavated in the New Cemetery field to the north-west of the site in the

1980s, the current works yielded no archaeological deposits and features. It was clear

that the lack of survival of archaeological soil horizons was due to the construction of
the school buildings in the early 20th century. The lack of a cut for the school

foundations indicates the ground around it was reduced and then made up again with

dark silty soil, observed across the proposed development area. The lack of artefactual
material recovered from this soil indicates that it was probably topsoil sourced from

elsewhere.
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APPENDIX 1: CONTEXT TABLE

Context
Number

Context
Type Area Description

(100) Deposit Throughout site Tarmac

(101) Deposit Throughout site Loose, mid yellowish brown gravels used as sub-
base for tarmac.

(102) Deposit Throughout site
Soft dark grey clayey silt with frequent inclusions

of charcoal fragment, interpreted as made-
ground.

(103) Deposit Throughout site Soft dark yellowish brown sandy clay, possible
interface with natural.

{104} Masonry

Towards the
centre of tarmac
yard, visible on

the surface.

Brick and concrete manhole, demolished during
current works.
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APPENDIX 2: PLATES

Plate 1; E-facing elevation of the former Dove First School foundations, 1x1m scale.

Plate 2; N-facing section of foundation trench, 1x1m scale.



The JCB Academy Trust
Former Dove First School, Rocester, Staffordshire
Archaeological Watching Brief Report

MC10184
March 2017

Page 18

Plate 3; E-facing section of foundation trench, showing manhole {104}, 1x1m scale.
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APPENDIX 3: FIGURES
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