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Figure 1:  General location  (Scale 1:25,000) 

Site
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Summary 
In April 2008 ASC Ltd carried out a watching brief during the construction of an improved 
access ramp and stepped access to the Devil’s Dyke, Wheathampstead, Hertfordshire.  The 
ramp and steps had been designed to minimize the level of ground disturbance.  In total 10 
posts were needed in order to support the steps and associated handrail.  The postholes for 
these were dug using hand tools under archaeological supervision.  No archaeological finds 
were observed and the impact of this scheme of works on the monument was kept to a 
minimum.

1. Introduction 
1.1 In April 2008 Archaeological Services and Consultancy Ltd (ASC) carried out a 

watching brief at Devil’s Dyke, Wheathampstead, Hertfordshire.  The project was 
commissioned by Hertfordshire County Council, and was carried out according to a 
project design prepared by ASC (Barclay and Fell 2008) and approved by English 
Heritage (EH). 

1.2 Planning Background

This watching brief was required as a condition of Scheduled Monument Consent by 
EH and the Historic Environment Unit (HEU) of Hertfordshire County Council.

1.3 Archaeological Services & Consultancy Ltd

Archaeological Services & Consultancy Ltd (ASC) is an independent archaeological 
practice providing a full range of archaeological services including consultancy, field 
evaluation, mitigation and post-excavation studies, historic building recording and 
analysis.  ASC is recognised as a Registered Archaeological Organisation by the 
Institute of Field Archaeologists, in recognition of its high standards and working 
practices. 

1.4 Management 

The assessment was managed by Karin Semmelmann BA MA AIFA, and was carried 
out under the overall direction of Bob Zeepvat BA MIFA. 

1.5 The Site

1.5.1 Location & Description
The site is located in Wheathampstead, in the administrative district of St 
Albans, Hertfordshire (Figure 1). It is situated on the east side of the village 
and is centred on Ordnance Survey National Grid Reference TL 1827 1338 
(Figure 2). 

1.5.2 Geology & Topography 
The soils of the region comprise the Hornbeam 3 Association namely, deep 
loamy soils  (Soil Survey 1983; 582d) over middle chalk (BGS, 239).  It lies at 
an approximate elevation of c.110m OD. 
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1.5.3 Proposed Development
The proposal is for the construction of a flight of steps to improve access to the 
site.  An indicative development scheme is shown in Figure 3. 
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Figure 2:  Site plan (Scale 1:2500) 
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2. Aims & Methods 

2.1 Aims 

As agreed with the HEU, the aims of the watching brief were: 

• To ensure any archaeological features are fully recorded and interpreted 
• To ensure any significant evidence is recorded and analysed to appropriate 

standards 

2.2 Standards

The work conformed to the project design, to the relevant sections of the Institute of 
Archaeologists’ Code of Conduct (IFA 2000) and Standard & Guidance Notes (IFA 
2001), to the Association of Local Government Archaeological Officers East of 
England Region Standards for Field Archaeology in the East of England (ALGAO 
2003), and to the relevant sections of ASC’s own Operations Manual.

2.3 Methods 

The work was carried out according to the project design (Barclay and Fell 2008), 
which required: 

• A watching brief, to be maintained on all groundworks associated with the 
development 
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3. Archaeological & Historical Background 

3.1 The following section provides a summary of the readily available archaeological and 
historical background to the development site and its environs.  The site lies within an 
area of archaeological and historical interest, and has the potential to reveal evidence 
of a range of periods. 

This section has been compiled with information from the project design (Barclay and 
Fell 2008). 

3.2 Wheathampstead is an area of considerable archaeological and historical interest (Page 
1971), and this has recently been defined in the Wheathampstead and Harpenden
Extensive Urban Survey (Thompson 2002).  The site has the potential to reveal 
evidence from a range of periods, although the main focus of interest is likely to lie in 
the late Iron Age period (Hunn 1992; Thompson 1979; Saunders & Havercroft 1982). 

3.3 The site comprises a small area on the west side of a major linear earthwork known as 
the Devils Dyke. The monument was partially excavated in the 1930s (Wheeler and 
Wheeler 1936) and has been interpreted as a Belgic oppidum (defended enclosure). 

3.4 A major Roman road, linking Verulamium (St Albans) with the small town at Welwyn, 
lies 1km southeast of the site (OS 1979). It has been suggested that Wheathampstead 
may have been the site of the final battle between Julius Caesar and Cassivellaunus
(Niblett 1995, 14).
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4. Results 
4.1 Three visits were made between 3rd April and 7th April 2008 to monitor the 

groundworks for the new ramp and steps.  The ramp is located on the western side of 
the monument approximately opposite Hill Dyke Road and the steps are located circa 
175m south of the ramp on the eastern slope of the western bank of the monument. 

4.2 The ramp access was formed by driving 20cm tall, 6cm squared, wooden stakes 10cm 
into the ground at 2m intervals, in two parallel rows, and nailing strips of wood to 
these to form the edging of the path.  Wood chippings were then spread across the 
ground surface in between this wooden edging.  This did not cause any disturbance 
below the level of the topsoil (Plates 1 and 2). 

4.3 At the area where the steps were to be constructed, it was noted that the bank of the 
monument had begun to erode.  There was a distinct concave profile to the slope and 
the topsoil had eroded completely at the top of the slope, exposing the orange gravely 
clay which formed the structure of the bank (Plate 3). 

4.4 The steps were formed of flat timbers fixed to parallel wooden beams, which in turn 
were attached to upright posts set into the ground.  The gradient of the slope meant 
that the beams had to be set into the ground by 8cm at the bottom of the slope and by 
5cm at the top of the slope.  At the base of the slope this was within the topsoil, at the 
top of the slope the monument structure was impacted upon by up to 4cm (Fig. 4, 
Plates 5 and 7). 

4.5 The wooden upright posts were 0.08x0.15m in size and were set 1.80m apart.  The 
holes were dug using hand tools and were sub-circular or ovoid in plan c. 0.20m by 
0.30m (Fig. 4, Plate 4).  The two lines of posts were set 1.40m apart (Fig. 4). 

4.6 The southern line of posts were to support a handrail as well as the steps and therefore 
had to be sunk 0.60m into the ground.  The northern posts were only to support the 
steps and therefore only the post at the top of the step was 0.60m deep, the other four 
were 0.45m deep.  All these postholes were dug under archaeological supervision. 

4.7 The dark blackish brown silty clay topsoil, where present, overlay mid orange silty 
clay with frequent inclusions of flint gravel and pebbles and occasional large flint 
nodules.  This was very compacted and formed the bank of the monument.  Several 
large trees were noted to be growing on the monument and their roots were observed 
within the orange silty clay when the postholes were dug. 
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Plate 1:  Construction of the ramp access 

Plate 2:  Location of new steps, erosion of monument is 
clearly visible 

Plate 3:  Typical post hole 
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Plate 4:  Post hole at base of slope showing topsoil 
thickness 

Plate 5:  Southern line of posts 

Plate 6:  Southern beam at base of slope showing level 
of ground disturbance 
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Figure 4:  Plan of areas of ground disturbance (Scale 1:50) 
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Figure 5:  Sections (Scale 1:50) 
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5. Conclusions 

5.1 In total 10 postholes were dug into the monument to support the steps.  These were c. 
0.25m in diameter and up to 0.60m in depth.  The north-easternmost posthole did not 
extend below the topsoil, the other postholes extended up to 0.40m below the base of 
the topsoil into the monument. 

5.2 The beams to support the steps impacted on the monument by up to 10cm in depth and 
12cm in width at the top of the slope.  They were also set into the ground by a similar 
amount at the base of the slope, but this was within the topsoil. 

5.3 No archaeological finds were observed during the watching brief.  The new steps will 
help to reduce the erosion of the monument, which was observed in this area.  Apart 
from this erosion and some root disturbance, no previous ground disturbance was 
observed.  

5.4 Confidence Rating
The watching brief took place during fine weather and full co-operation was received 
from the groundworkers.  All groundworks were monitored and the impact of this 
development on the monument was minimized as much as possible without affecting 
the stability and safety of the new steps. 
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7. Archive 

7.1 The project archive will comprise: 
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9. CDROM with copies of all digital files. 

7.2 The archive will be deposited with St Albans District Museum. 
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Appendix 1: Monitoring Sheets 
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Appendix 2: List of Photographs 
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1 � � New ramp access 
2 � � Area of new steps 
3 � � Cut for beam support 
4 � � Posthole 1 
5 � � Posthole 2 
6 � � Line of posts 
7 � � Southern beam at base of slope 
8  � Northern posthole showing thickness of topsoil at base of slope 
9  � Posthole 
10  � Southern line of posts 
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Appendix 3: ASC OASIS Form 
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