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Site code: RCT06/100
Area of site: c. 2.6 ha
Summary of results: No finds or deposits of archaeological relevance observed. 
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Location and reference of archive: The archive is presently held at Thames Valley Archaeological Services, Reading and will be deposited at Oxfordshire Museum Service in due course.
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Introduction

This report documents the results of an archaeological watching brief carried out on land at the former Rycotewood College, Berkshire (SP 701 063) (Fig. 1). The work was commissioned by Mr Mark Benzie, Berkeley Homes (Oxford and Chiltern) Limited, Berkeley House, Abingdon Science Park, Barton Lane, Abingdon, Oxfordshire, OX14 4NB. 

Planning consents (P05/E1331, P06/E0013/LB and P06/E0014/CA) have been gained from South Oxfordshire District Council for the construction of new housing, demolition, and conversion of a listed building (the Union Workhouse) for residential use. The consents are subject to conditions relating to archaeology which required a watching brief to be carried out during various elements of the groundworks.

This is in accordance with the Department of the Environment’s Planning Policy Guidance, Archaeology and Planning (PPG16 1990), and the District Council’s policies on archaeology. The field investigation was carried out to a specification based on a brief by, and approved by Mr Paul Smith of Oxfordshire County Archaeological Services, who advise the District Council on matters of archaeology. The fieldwork was undertaken by Simon Cass, Steve Ford and Andrew Weale between the 8th October 2006 and 5th February 2007 and the site code is RCT06/100.

The archive is presently held at Thames Valley Archaeological Services, Reading and will be deposited at Oxfordshire Museum Service in due course.
Location, topography and geology

The site is approximately 2.6ha and is located on the north western outskirts of Thame off Oxford Road, and south of the River Thame (Fig. 2) and formerly contained buildings of Rycotewood College. The site slopes slightly towards the north but with the western margins sloping more steeply towards the valley of Cuttle Brook.  The site is mapped as being on the boundary of 3rd and 4th river terrace deposits and the Kimmeridge Clays with the probability of  alluvial material (BGS 1994). The natural geology was only observed as a orange/yellow sand deposit. The site is situated at c.67m above Ordnance Datum b. 

Archaeological background

A brief for the project prepared by Mr Paul Smith of Oxfordshire County Archaeological Service has highlighted the archaeological potential of the environs of the proposal site. In summary the site lies beyond the historic core of Thame but close to the medieval moated Prebendal which comprised a chapel, domestic quarters and extensive lodgings for visiting dignitaries. A findspot of Late Iron Age pottery to the south west is also recorded. It is possible therefore that deposits of medieval date might be present in the proposal area.

Objectives and methodology

The aims of the watching brief were to excavate and record any archaeological deposits affected by the groundworks. This was to involve examination of areas of intrusive groundworks within the areas of new buildings Block (B1) in the south-west part of the site to the north of Oxford House and west of the listed building, and at the extreme  northern end of the site (Blocks H).

Results

Initially a small area (c. 250 sq m) at the south-west end of the site was stripped for a pile matt for blocks B1 and B2. (Figs 3 and 4). This area lay on sloping land and it appears that for the majority the stripping only penetrated the subsoil with some of the matting laid on top of the topsoil; the archaeologically relevant horizons were not exposed. After removal of the pile matting the footing (ground beam) trenches for block B1 were then observed. Those at the western side of the block showed topsoil c.0.52m deep over 0.08m of subsoil (reddish brown silty sand) onto the sand geology which was truncated to a depth of 2.15m below the base of the piling mat. The stratigraphy at the eastern side of the plot was similar with topsoil 0.30m  deep above the subsoil deposit which was in places 1.4m deep onto the sand geology. Within the trenches at the southern end of the plot the stratigraphy consisted of made ground from 0.29m deep in the east sloping down to the west to 0.57m deep. This overlay a thin band of redeposited natural with occasional coal and charcoal fragments. This in turn sealed a buried topsoil 0.35m deep which overlay a subsoil  between 0.21m and 0.64m deep onto the natural sand geology.
No archaeological deposits were observed for this part of the site.
An area of access road to the east of Block B1 was also observed during construction. The area was stripped down between 0.60m and 1.3m deep (to compensate for the slope) onto the natural sand geology. However the only features visible were modern services.

A small area of footings within the centre of the site (plot 46) were open during one of the monitoring visits and were therefore available for inspection. The trenches were 1.5m wide  but were only 0.3-0.4m and had been dug to expose any obstruction from the previous buildings on the site. Both trenches revealed old footings and other areas of disturbance  with no archaeological deposits visible in the small areas of undisturbed natural geology exposed.

Within the foundation trenches for blocks 34-35 and 40-41 at the northern end of the site the stratigraphy comprised made ground c.0.95m deep onto the natural sand geology. The trenches were c. 0.6m wide. No archaeology was observed.

Finds

No archaeological finds were recovered during the watching brief. Some modern brick and tile fragments observed in the subsoil  were not retained.

Conclusion

The observed ground works did not encounter any archaeological deposits or finds. 
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Figure 1. Location of site within Thame and
Oxfordshire.
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Figure 2. Detailed location of site off Oxford Road.

Reproduced from Ordnance Survey digital mapping under licence.
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Figure 3. Location of watching brief areas. RCT 06/100
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