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Preface
Every effort has been made in the preparation of this document to provide as 
complete a summary as possible within the terms of the method statement.  All 
statements and opinions in this document are offered in good faith.  Albion 
Archaeology cannot accept responsibility for errors of fact or opinion resulting from 
data supplied by a third party, or for any loss or other consequence arising from 
decisions or actions made upon the basis of facts or opinions expressed in this 
document.

This report has been prepared by Mark Phillips (Project Supervisor) and edited by 
Joe Abrams (Project Manager).  The fieldwork was undertaken by Mark Phillips.
Joan Lightning (CAD Technician) produced the figures.  All Albion Archaeology 
projects are under the overall management of Drew Shotliff (Operations Manager).   

Albion Archaeology is grateful to Richard Akred, Estates Director, Bedford College 
for awarding the contract.  Lesley-Ann Mather (County Archaeological Officer) 
monitored the works on behalf of Bedfordshire County Council. 

Albion Archaeology 
St Mary's Church 
St Mary’s Street 
Bedford, MK42 0AS 
�: 01234 294006 
Fax: 01234 294008 
e-mail: office@albion-arch.com

Version history 
Version Issue date Reason for re-issue 

1.0 22/11/2006 n/a 

Structure of the report 
After the introductory Section 1, there is a summary of the results of the fieldwork in 
Section 2, followed by a synthesis of the historic map and archaeological evidence 
(Section 3).  Section 4 is a bibliography, and Appendix 1 contains an archaeological 
context summary. 

Key terms 
Throughout this report the following terms or abbreviations are used: 

Albion Albion Archaeology 
BLARS Bedfordshire and Luton Archive Records Service 
CAO County Archaeological Officer 
Client Bedford College 
IFA Institute of Field Archaeologists 
Procedures Manual Procedures Manual Volume 1 Fieldwork, 2nd Edition 2001.

Bedfordshire County Council 
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Non-technical summary 
Bedford College were granted planning permission (04/3270) by Bedford Borough 
Council for the erection of a three-storey building to provide a facility for education 
in the performing arts at Bedford College, 25 Cauldwell Street, Bedford.

Because the work had the potential to disturb archaeological deposits, a condition 
was attached to the planning permission, requiring the implementation of a 
programme of archaeological works.  The County Archaeological Officer issued a 
brief specifying the requirements for the programme of archaeological works 
(Bedfordshire County Council 2006).  Albion Archaeology was commissioned by 
Bedford College to prepare a project design (Albion Archaeology 2006) and 
undertake a programme of archaeological observation, investigation, recording, 
analysis and publication of the site.

The site is centred at National Grid Reference TL 0492 4942 and lies at a height of 
26m OD.  Bedford College is located immediately south of the River Great Ouse and 
within the modern town centre.  The underlying geology comprises alluvium and 
river gravels overlying cornbrash.

The programme of archaeological observation was undertaken between 1st August 
and 26th September 2006.  The groundworks were undertaken to ensure the removal 
of all sub-surface obstructions prior to the installation of augured piles.  The 
development area was c.900sqm in area and extended to a depth of between 2m and 
3m below the ground surface.

Sub-surface deposits comprised geological deposits, a back channel of the river that 
was enclosed within a culvert and a brick-lined basin that would have been joined, 
via a channel, to the river. 

Historical plans show development of the back channel and a cut aligned 
perpendicular to the river from the early 19th century onwards.  The cut is 
presumably an artificial channel associated with the provision of a wharf for 
commercial activity in this part of the town.  Historical plans show that a brick-lined 
culvert [01] found in the development area is the back channel of the river that was 
enclosed in a culvert at some time between 1841 and 1854.  A large brick-lined 
basin [04] appeared to have been built as part of the same phase of construction 
work.  This probably functioned as a berth for the loading or unloading of barges, 
possibly in connection with the work of the timber yard that occupied the site around 
the basin.

The accession number for the site archive is 2006/495.  The archive will be kept in 
secure storage at the offices of Albion Archaeology at St Mary’s Church, Bedford 
until deposition with Bedford Museum is completed. 
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1. INTRODUCTION 

1.1 Background 
Bedford College was granted planning permission (04/3270) by Bedford Borough 
Council for the erection of a three-storey building to provide a facility for 
education in the performing arts at Bedford College, 25 Cauldwell Street, 
Bedford.

Because the work had the potential to disturb archaeological deposits, on the 
recommendation of the County Archaeological Officer (CAO), a condition was 
attached to the planning permission, requiring the implementation of a 
programme of archaeological works.  The CAO issued a brief specifying the 
requirements for the programme of archaeological works (Bedfordshire County 
Council 2006).

Albion Archaeology was commissioned by Bedford College to prepare a project 
design (Albion Archaeology 2006) and undertake a programme of archaeological 
observation, recording, analysis and publication of the site.

1.2 Site location and description 
The site is centred at National Grid Reference TL 0492 4942 and lies at a height 
of 26m OD.  Bedford College is located immediately south of the River Great 
Ouse and within the modern town centre. 

The underlying geology comprises alluvium and gravels overlying cornbrash on 
either side of the river.  At the time of the archaeological works, the part of the 
college campus under redevelopment was a demolition site containing areas of 
concrete, modern buildings, pathways and grass. 

1.3 Archaeological background 
The archaeological and historical background of this area has been fully 
described in a recent Extensive Urban Survey (Albion Archaeology 2001a) 
funded by English Heritage.  The known archaeological potential of the 
development area has been summarised in the CAO’s brief (BCC 2006).   

The site lies within the southern burh of Saxon Bedford and as such may have 
been used for settlement and/or industrial activities during this period. 

During the medieval period such activities continued.  Their remains have been 
encountered during previous archaeological investigations within land currently 
occupied by Bedford College (BCAS 1996).  This evaluation recorded the 
presence of probable domestic and/or industrial remains dated to between the 13th

and 15th centuries. 

Investigations on other land, immediately west of St Mary’s Street and south of 
the college (Albion Archaeology 2005) also recorded the presence of similar 
remains.  
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The post-medieval period saw a growth in the population of Bedford and the 
development of local land for industrial purposes.  This included land within the 
development area that was located not only in the centre of town but also on the 
banks of the river; a route used for the transportation of goods to and from the 
town.

Cartographic sources dating to the 19th century depict the presence of a wharf 
(New Wharf) and several buildings (timber yard and other light industrial 
buildings) on land presently occupied by the development area (Ordnance Survey 
Map 1883).

The creation of a wharf and associated works would have had a negative 
impacted on earlier archaeological remains.  An archaeological evaluation within 
grounds of the college recorded the presence of 19th and 20th century disturbance, 
but no earlier remains (Border Archaeology 2004). 

Date Source Description BLARS Reference 
    
1610 Speed  Map of Bedford X 1/88/1 
    
1794 Enclosure Award Map of Bedford north of 

the river 
MA 26 

    
1833 F Dawson Drawing, topographic 

view looking south from 
roof of St Paul’s Church 

BP 28/14 

    
1841 M Reynolds    Map of Bedford X 1/88/5 
    
1854 E W Salmon  Map of Bedford showing 

gas pipes 
X 133/11 

    
1876 F Thomas Mercer Map of Bedford X 1/28 
    
1883 First Edition Ordnance 

Survey
Map of Bedford MC 1/4/15 

Table 1: Historic map data consulted 
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2. RESULTS OF OBSERVATION AND RECORDING 

2.1 Introduction 
The programme of archaeological observation was undertaken between 1st

August and 26th September 2006.  During this period, all groundworks that 
required monitoring were completed.  A mechanical excavator was used for all 
excavations. 

Detailed technical information on all the deposits and archaeological features 
referred to below can be found in Appendix 1. 

2.2 Methodology 
The archaeological works adhered to the standards and field methods set out in 
Section 5 of the brief (BCC 2006), specifically: 

1 Any stripping of overburden or other ground works excavations was 
monitored to try to identify in situ archaeological deposits. 

2 All disturbed soil was scanned for artefacts.
3 Excavated features and deposits were fully recorded in accordance with 

Albion’s Procedures Manual and the detailed requirements in Section 5 of 
the Brief.

4 All archaeological observations were recorded at a suitable scale on base 
plans tied in to the OS national grid. 

5 Significant features were recorded photographically. 

Throughout the project, the standards set out in the Institute of Field 
Archaeologists Codes of Conduct and Standards and Guidance documents 
(specifically Standard and Guidance for an Archaeological Watching Brief,
September 1999), in English Heritage’s Management of Archaeological 
Projects (1991) and in Albion Archaeology’s Procedures Manual were adhered 
to.

2.3 Extent and nature of groundworks 
The groundworks were undertaken in advance of the insertion of pile 
foundations.  A mechanical excavator was used to remove all solid, sub-surface 
obstructions that could affect the piling operation.  All concrete and brick 
structures within the development area were removed and the ground reinstated. 

The development area affected by the groundworks covered an area of 900sqm 
and extended to a depth of between 2m and 3m below the ground surface. 

The particularly destructive nature of the groundworks being undertaken 
(demolition of above ground buildings and removal of sub-surface remains) 
meant that opportunities for detailed archaeological observations were very 
limited.  Specifically, the depths of most of the excavations, and the deep water 
in some of them, meant that it was not always possible to enter the working area 
due to health and safety considerations. 
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2.4 Results 

2.4.1 Naturally derived deposits 
Stratigraphically the earliest deposit observed was a light yellow sandy gravel 
(10), recorded c.1.5m below the ground surface.  This appeared to be a fluvial 
deposit forming part of the Ouse valley river gravels.  In one location, this 
appeared to be cut by a channel [11] with a shallow concave profile.  The 
channel was filled by dark organic clay deposit (12).   

Channel [11] was observed in a temporary baulk, aligned broadly N-S, during 
machine excavation.  It is likely that the channel represents a natural 
watercourse, aligned broadly E-W.  

The deposits described above were sealed beneath a layer of mid brown silty 
loam (09).  This was observed in one location, sealed beneath the construction 
build-up of one of the college buildings.  It is likely that it represents a more 
widespread deposit that has been largely removed or modified by later activity 
on the site. 

2.4.2 Mid-19th century 
Some of the structural remains observed during groundwork have been 
identified on historic maps that date from the mid-19th century (Figure 3).
These remains comprise a culvert [01] that was connected to a large brick-lined 
basin [04].  Other evidence was found, [15] (17) (18), which represented the 
eastern part of the channel/basin (Figure 2). 

Culvert [01] was observed where it discharged into basin [04] and towards the 
western limit of the development area where the machine broke through a brick 
arch into the void within the culvert.  The culvert would have been built into a 
construction cut [01], probably utilising the line of a pre-existing ditch or 
watercourse.  The culvert was lined with brick (02) with apparently vertical 
brick sidewalls supporting a segmental arch constructed of three layers of brick 
laid edgewise.  

The culvert had an internal width of 2.4m with the arch rising c.0.7m above the 
springing line.  The culvert discharged into basin [04] through its western end 
wall, with the outlet located towards the southern side of the basin.  Where the 
brickwork of the culvert and basin joined they appeared to form a single 
integrated construction, suggesting that the two were constructed in a single 
phase.

The visible portion of the western end of basin [04] appeared to represent a 
structure that was broadly rectangular in plan, but rounded at its north-west and 
south-east corners.  It measured 10m wide from north to south.  It was not 
possible to observe the basin’s construction cut. 

However, the internal sides of the basin were vertical and lined with brick (05).
The wall was three brick-widths thick with continuous courses of headers or 
stretchers on the face.  It was not possible to access the remains closely enough 
to determine whether it had a regular bonding pattern, although there were at 
least two courses of stretchers directly above each other.
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It was not possible to examine the lower part of the basin since it extended 
below the water table.  However, evidence obtained during the removal of the 
back-fill by machine suggested that it had a flat base composed of clay.  The 
lower fill of the basin consisted of dark organic silts (06), presumably deposited 
whilst the basin was open and in use.  The upper part of the basin was filled by a 
mixture of soil and rubble (07) representing deliberate infill of the basin when it 
went out of use.  Rubble in the uppermost part of the profile may represent later 
demolition activity on the site. 

In the eastern part of the development area a machine section showed black 
organic silts (17) covered by redeposited geological material (16) (Figure2).
The organic silt may represent the lower fills of the eastern end of basin [04] or 
it could have been deposited in an earlier phase of the artificial channel/basin 
system shown on historic maps dating to between 1807 and 1883. Wooden piles 
found in this area (18) may have supported the edge of the basin or could have 
been supports for a building shown straddling the basin on a historic map of 
1876.

2.4.3 Late 19th and 20th century 
A number of brick foundations were removed during the course of the 
groundworks.  Those that were observed appeared to correlate broadly with 
buildings shown on historic maps of the later 19th century and onwards.  The 
construction and materials used were also consistent with a recent date for these 
structures.  They were removed without archaeological recording.

The upper part of the soil profile consisted of deposits associated with the 
construction of the existing college buildings.  This comprised demolition debris 
from the buildings that had occupied the site prior to the construction of the 
college and modern construction layers.  Other sub-surface remains associated 
with the college included tunnels or conduits for services that run from one 
building to another.  These were substantial structures, the construction of 
which would have removed any earlier deposits. 
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3. SYNTHESIS 

3.1 Interpretation of physical remains using historic map regression 
This section charts the use of the development area through time using 
information from historic maps and drawings and identifies the remains found 
during the groundworks with the features on historic maps (Figure 4).   

3.1.1 John Speed’s map of Bedford, 1610 
Land adjacent to the south side of the river was not occupied at this time.  A 
back channel that can be seen in subsequent maps is not indicated on this map.  
However, as a natural channel, it would almost certainly have been present at 
this time and was probably, simply omitted from this basic plan. 

3.1.2 Enclosure award map of 1795 
The shows the area of Bedford to the north of the river.  However, just visible 
on the southern bank is a cut leading off from the river, near the development 
area.  This appears to be the north end of a channel, which survived up to the 
beginning of the 20th century.  It is first seen fully in a map of 1807 (see below). 

3.1.3 Brayley’s map of Bedford, 1807 
This map shows a watercourse, forming a back channel to the River Great Ouse, 
parallel to the course of the river. The watercourse began where County Hall is 
now situated and its downstream end discharged into the river next to the town 
bridge.

The back channel and the river were joined by a channel situated immediately 
east of the present development area.  This is shown as a straight channel 
aligned perpendicular to the course of the river and back channel.  The shape of 
this channel and its relationship to the river suggest that it was created as an 
artificial watercourse and probably functioned as a berth for barges with a wharf 
alongside.  This feature or at least the land to the west of it is referred to in a 
later plan (1883) as New Wharf.  The wharf would have been accessible via a 
wide road off to the west side of the High Street (now St Mary’s Street). 

3.1.4 F Dawson map, 1833  
A topographic panorama by F Dawson shows the development area in detail.  

It records that the strip of land between the back channel and the river was 
utilised as meadow and possible orchard.  Cows are shown grazing the larger 
part and small trees in the land parcel closest to the town bridge.  The land to the 
south of the back channel, within the development area, was occupied by a 
timber yard.  Baulks of converted wood are visible propped against buildings 
and stacked on the ground. 

The wharf or channel aligned perpendicular to the river is also shown.  At this 
time it had been extended southwards, across the course of the back channel, to 
create a small basin at its southern end.  Another small, squared basin had been 
created off the eastern side of the wharf.  The only building on land to the north 
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of the back channel consisted of a barn type structure with a hipped roof, 
situated next to the square basin on the east side of the wharf. 

3.1.5 Reynolds map of Bedford, 1841 (Figure 3) 
The area remains unchanged in this image from that described in Section 3.1.4.  
However, this map shows the land from a vertical position and is more useful 
for comparing with later maps than the panoramic view shown in Dawson’s 
illustration.  

3.1.6 E W Salmon’s map of Bedford, 1854 (Figure 3) 
This map was prepared during the first installation of gas mains in the town.  It 
provides a detailed survey, showing many boundaries and buildings. 

At this time, development was beginning to expand onto the land between the 
back channel and the river.  The small building noted in the panorama of 1833 
was still present.  The small square basin near this building had been filled and 
replaced by a group of small buildings.  Nearby, a large rectangular building on 
a north-south alignment is identified on later Ordnance Survey maps as a malt 
house.

The timber-yard shown in 1833 had expanded in the intervening period to 
occupy land to the north of the back channel.  Within this plot, a large 
rectangular basin was created.  It was aligned east to west, joined to the southern 
end of the wharf connected to the river in a right-angled bend. This basin 
corresponds to the brick-lined basin [04] recorded during the groundworks.  In 
the plan, a large rectangle partly covers the new basin suggesting that it was 
partly roofed over. The substantial wooden piles [18] recorded during the 
groundworks could represent the foundations for this structure or the side of the 
basin at this point.  The downstream arm of the back channel still existed at this 
time from the wharf to the town bridge.  The upstream arm however, now 
flowed through a culvert [01], which formed an integral part of the basin 
construction.

3.1.7 F Thomas Mercer’s map of Bedford, 1876 
The back channel has disappeared in this map, the basin [04] has gone out of 
use and the wharf leading to the river appears to have been shortened at its 
southern end. 

It is possible that the back channel had been enclosed for its entire length within 
a culvert and was, therefore, no longer visible on the surface.  However, it 
seems more likely that it was no longer in use and was filled in.  Within the 
development area, where the culvert [01] and basin [04] joined, it appears that 
the basin had gone out of use and had been in filled. 

The pattern of development between the line of the former back channel and the 
river remained similar to that noted in the previous map.  The majority of this 
area remained as open space, with the timber yard and malt house on either side 
of the shortened wharf. 
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3.2 Significance 
The observations made during the groundworks show a close correlation with 
the information on historic maps.  It is clear that the strip of land between the 
river and a back channel to the south remained largely undeveloped in the post-
medieval period.  However, the spread of development towards the river began 
in the development area, centred on an artificial cut used for loading and 
unloading barges.  The development consisted of a timber yard that was in 
existence from the early 19th century and a malt house built in the mid-19th

century.

No earlier in situ remains were identified during the groundworks and 
examination of the excavated spoil failed to detect evidence for earlier activity 
on the site.  It is likely that the land to the south side of the river was subject to 
periodic flooding and so remained undeveloped until the late post-medieval 
period.  It is possible that it could have been utilised for a variety of activities 
that would not have been affected by its low-lying position.

The lack of evidence for activity in earlier periods should not be taken as proof 
for an absence of activity in these periods.  The development site has been 
subjected to significant disturbance in the modern period, possibly masking 
earlier evidence.  In addition, the working method employed during the 
clearance of the site in preparation for piling operations did not lend itself to 
detailed archaeological observations. 
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5. APPENDICES 

5.1 Appendix 1 - Context Summary 



Albion Archaeology

Area: 1

TL0492049420OS Co-ordinates:
Extent (ha): 0.09

Description: Area of groundworks

Context: Type: Description: Excavated: Finds Present:

1 Culvert trench Linear ENE-WSW .  Inferrred cut for construction of culvert

2 Brickwork Brick lining of culvert. Sides of culvert lined with brick and covered by brick arch.

3 Fill Partial fill of culvert comprising in the one observed section broken window glass waste

4 Canal Inferred cut for basin forming a westwards extension of the New Wharf.

5 Brickwork Brick lining of basin.  Consisted of vertical side walls forming straight sides and 
rounded corners

6 Primary fill Black  silt .  Fill in lower part of basin formed whilst it was open.

7 Fill Upper fill of basin consisting of soil and demolition debris used to fill the basin after it 
went out of use

8 Alluvium Possible alluvial deposit observed in small machine trench near tower building

9 Layer Mid  brown silty loam .  Soil layer consisting of subsoil or alluvium in trench 
under demolished theatre building

10 Natural Light  yellow sandy gravel .  Geological deposits, observed in trench below 
demolished theatre building

11 Palaeochannel Probable palaeochannel, possibly a former back channel of the River Ouse.

12 Fill Organic clay fill of channel.

13 Brick Rubble Modern demolition debris forming widespread deposit across the site associated 
with construction of the college.

14 Layer Soil layers cotaining some brick debris. Widespread deposits associated with the 
modern use of site (c.19th century and later).

15 Canal Inferred construction cut for basin.

16 Backfill Light yellow brown  clay moderate small stones.  Redeposited natural clay used to infill 
basin [15] following its disuse.

17 Primary fill Organic silts in lower part of basin [15], formed whilst it was open.

18 Timber structure Timber piles found along the northern side of the basin.  Possible remains of revetment 
for basin side or foundations for a building shown straddling the basin on historic map.

16Bedford college (BC1208)
Area Summary
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Figure 1: Location map  
Base map reproduced from the Ordnance Survey Map with the permission of the Controller of Her Majesty’s Stationery  Office, by Bedfordshire County Council, 

County Hall, Bedford. OS Licence No. 076465(LA). � Crown Copyright.
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Figure 2: All features 
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Figure 3: Historic maps with site superimposed. 
Scales approximate 

1876 Salmon map 

1841 Reynolds map 

50 m 

New Wharf 

River Great Ouse 

50 m 

New Wharf 

River Great Ouse 



Albion Archaeology  

Land at Bedford College, 25 Cauldwell Street, Bedford 
Archaeological Observation, Investigation, Recording, Analysis and Publication 

Figure 4: Culvert [01] and basin [04], matched to features on historic maps 
Base map reproduced from the Ordnance Survey Map with the permission of the Controller of Her Majesty’s Stationery  Office, by Bedfordshire County Council, County 

Hall, Bedford. OS Licence No. 076465(LA). � Crown Copyright.
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