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Figure 1:  General location (scale 1:25,000) 
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Summary 

In September-November 2011 a watching brief was carried out at Fosse House, Ermine 

Close, St Albans, Hertfordshire during the construction of two extensions to the southeast side 

of Fosse House.  The works revealed that the natural soils of the site were truncated and that 

the site is now largely built-up with made-ground.  This is thought to have occurred during 

the initial construction of Fosse House.  No significant archaeological finds, features or 

deposits were observed. 

 

1. Introduction 

1.1 In September-November 2011 Archaeological Services and Consultancy Ltd (ASC) 

carried out a watching brief at Fosse House, Ermine Close, St Albans, Hertfordshire.  

The project was commissioned by Hertfordshire County Council, and was carried out 

according to a brief (West 2008) prepared on behalf of the local planning authority 

(LPA), St Albans District Council, by their archaeological officer (AO), and a project 

design prepared by ASC (Fell 2009).  The original requirement, for a trial trench 

evaluation, was changed to a watching brief following discussion with the AO.   

 

1.2 Planning Background 

This watching brief was required under the terms of Planning Policy Statement 5 

(PPS5), as a condition of planning permission for the development of the site. 

 

1.3 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 

Organisation by the Institute for Archaeologists and is also accredited ISO 9001, in 

recognition of its high standards and working practices. 

 

1.4 The Site  

1.4.1 Location & Description 

The site is situated in the administrative district of St Albans, Hertfordshire 

(Fig. 1). It lies to the southwest of the town centre, off Ermine Close and is 

centred on Ordnance Survey National Grid Reference TL 134 065 (Fig. 2). 

 

The site comprises a sub-rectangular area of land, the majority of which is 

occupied by Fosse House. The building is set in landscaped grounds, with a car 

parking area to the north (Fig. 3). 

 

1.4.2 Geology & Topography 

The soils of the area are of the Marlow Association, and are characterised as 

well drained fine loamy over clayey and clayey soils.  Some coarse and fine 

loamy over clayey soils with slowly permeable subsoils and slight seasonal 

waterlogging.  The underlying geology comprises plateau and river terrace 

drift (Soil Survey, 1983, 581e).  The site lies at an elevation of c.110m AOD. 
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1.4.3 Proposed Development 

The development proposal comprises the construction of extensions to the 

southeast side of the existing care home (Fig. 3) 

 

 

 

Figure 2:  Site plan (scale 1: 1250) 
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Figure 3:  Proposed development plan (not to scale) 

 

Extension A 

Extension B 
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2. Aims & Methods 

2.1 Aims 

As described in the project design (Section 3), the aims of the watching brief were: 

 To determine the location, extent, date, character, condition, significance and 

quality of any surviving archaeological remains liable to be threatened by the 

proposed development 

 

2.2 Standards 

The work conformed to the requirements of the AO, to the relevant sections of the 

Institute for 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 requirements of the AO, who required: 

 A watching brief on the groundwork’s for the two extensions. 

 

2.4 Constraints 

The project was initially intended to be an archaeological evaluation.  However the 

strategy was changed to a watching brief due to access restrictions. 
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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 readily available sources. 

 

3.2 There is little evidence for early prehistoric activity in the area, with only one 

Palaeolithic scraper (SMR 594) being recorded in the Hertfordshire Sites and 

Monuments Records (Stephenson, 1999, 10), though slight traces of a Bronze Age 

settlement were reported from excavations on King Harry Lane to the east of the site 

(Stead and Rigby, 1989, 53). 

 

3.3 The playing field c.0.5km to the east of the site was the subject of a 1930’s excavation 

which identified the Iron Age oppidum of Verlamion.  The oppidum probably 

consisted of a series of open spaces interspersed with farmsteads and small settlements 

linked by trackways.  The focal point may have been a royal building in the centre of 

what later became the Roman town and from where coin moulding debris has been 

recovered.  The type of settlement might be described as an ‘enclosed, dispersed 

settlement’ carrying out some of the functions of a town, such as trade and 

administration, but with a heavy bias towards farming (Branigan 1987, 14-16). 

 

3.4 Two important cemeteries dating roughly to the first half of the first century AD have 

been excavated in the vicinity of the site; at Verulam Farm Fields (Anthony, 1968), 

and immediately to the west of the aforementioned playing field (Stead and Rigby 

1989).  In addition to the late Iron Age burials, Roman and Saxon graves were also 

identified. 

 

3.5 After the Roman invasion in AD 43, Verulamium (the Romanised version of 

Verlamion) grew to become the third largest Roman town in Britain, with the status of 

municipium, which would have meant that it was a self governing chartered city, with 

administrative responsibility for a significant part of the surrounding countryside, 

probably much of the area occupied by the Catuvellauni tribe (Branigan 1987, 38-42).  

The site itself is outside the Verulamium city wall, which was constructed between AD 

265 and 270.   

 

3.6 To the west of the development site is the Prae Wood settlement, which is a Scheduled 

Ancient Monument (SAM).  The site survives in the form of earthworks immediately 

to the west of the proposed development.  It has been suggested that these earthworks 

were part of a communal kraal-system which began in the late Iron Age and continued 

to function into the Roman period, serving the needs of Verulamium (Wheeler & 

Wheeler 1936, Hunn 1980). 

 

3.7 Thirty-nine Saxon graves were identified to the east of the site.  This cemetery is likely 

to have been in use from the middle of the 7
th

 to the early 8
th

 century (Ager 1989, 226), 

and indicates the occupation of the area by Germanic settlers at that time (Niblett, 

2001, 142). 



Fosse House, Ermine Close, St Albans, Hertfordshire Watching Brief Report 

1104/SAF 

© ASC Ltd 2011  Page 9 

4. Results 

4.1 Two extensions (A & B) were constructed at the south-eastern end of Fosse House.  

The works entailed the mechanical excavation of a haul road, ground reduction and 

 footing trenches, and associated drainage (Fig 4).  A total of nine site visits were made, 

the details of which are presented in Appendix 1. 

 

 The general site stratigraphy comprised: 

 c.0.2m max thick of topsoil; 

c.0.4m max thick of subsoil consisting of mid brown silty clay with moderate small-      

medium sub-angular stones [Note: subsoil was only partly visible at the north-eastern 

end of the site]; 

c.0.4-1m max thick of made-ground consisting of mid-dark brown, silty clay with 

frequent small-medium sub-angular stones, traces of brick fragments; 

c.1m max BGL (below ground level) the natural strata that consisted of orange clay 

with small-large flint. 

 The majority of the site points to the natural soil profile having been truncated away, 

and replaced with made-ground.  This is most likely to have occurred during the initial 

construction of Fosse House. 

 No archaeological finds, features or deposits were observed throughout the works. 

 

4.2 Haul Road (Fig. 4) 

The haul road was excavated along the western side of Fosse House, to a maximum 

depth of c.1.10m.  The stratigraphy comprised c.0.8m thick of made ground overlying 

the natural strata.   

 

4.3 Extension A – Ground Reduction/Footing Trench  (Fig. 4; Plate 1) 

The ground reduced area for Extension A measured c.216 sq m.  It was excavated to a 

depth between c.0.4-0.9m comprising made-ground overlying the natural strata.  The 

footing trench was then excavated into the natural clay.   

 

4.4 Associated Drainage  (Fig. 4; Plates 2-4) 

 A manhole was excavated at the eastern corner of the site.  It measured c.3m in length, 

by c.3m in width and c.1.3m deep.  The stratigraphy comprised c.0.2m of topsoil, 

c.0.4m of subsoil, and underlying which was the natural stratum. 

 

 A soakaway was also excavated adjacent to the man-hole.  It measured c.3m in length, 

by c.2.2 in width and c.4.3m deep.  The stratigraphy comprised c.0.2 of topsoil, c.0.4m 

of made-ground, and underlying which was the natural stratum.  

  

A drainage trench was excavated along the north-eastern side of the site.  It measured 

c.13m in length, by c.2.5m in width and c.2-3m deep.  The stratigraphy comprised 

c.0.2m of topsoil and c.0.4m max of made-ground.  Towards the north-western end of 

the trench c.0.3m max of subsoil was visible that underlay the made-ground.  To the 

centre and north-eastern end of the trench the subsoil had been truncated away. 

Underlying all of the above was the natural strata. 
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4.5 Extension B – Ground Reduction/Footing Trench  (Fig. 4; Plates 5-7) 

The area for Extension B measured c.404 sq m.  Prior to ground reduction, the north-

western end of the footings was excavated.  The stratigraphy comprised c.0.2m thick 

of made-ground, overlying the natural clay. 

 

The south-eastern end of the area was then reduced.  It was excavated to a maximum 

depth of c.3m, comprising c.0.7-1m thick of made-ground overlying the natural clay.  

After which the remaining part of the footing trench was excavated into the natural 

strata.     

 

  

 

 

 

 

Plate 1:  Extension A: ground reduction, looking SW (scale 2m) 
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Plate 2:  Soakaway: stratigraphy, looking S   

 

 

Plate 3:  Drainage Trench, looking NW 
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Plate 4:  Drainage Trench: stratigraphy, north-western end, looking NE   

 

 

Plate 5:  Extension B: footing trench, north-western end, looking NW 
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Plate 6:  Extension B: north-western footings and ground reduction, looking E    

 

 

Plate 7:  Extension B: ground reduction and south-eastern footings, looking NE 
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Figure 4:  Plan of archaeological monitoring (scale 1:1000) 
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5. Conclusions 

5.1 The works revealed that the natural soil profiles of the site had been truncated, and that 

the site is now largely built-up with made-ground.  This is thought to have occurred 

during the initial construction of Fosse House. 

 

5.2 Significant archaeological features were not observed. While the existence of 

individual isolated archaeological features away from the observed areas cannot be 

specifically excluded, it is unlikely that large numbers of archaeological features were 

present on the site. It is unlikely that the proposed development will have a significant 

impact on archaeological remains. 

 

5.3 Confidence Rating 

 The works were carried out in good site conditions with full co-operation of the client. 

Therefore, the results are given a high confidence rating. 
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7. Archive 

7.1 The project archive will comprise:  

1. Brief 

2. Project Design 

3. Initial Report 

4. Clients site plans 

5. Site Monitoring Sheets 

6. Site record drawings 

7. List of photographs 

8. B/W prints & negatives 

9. CDROM with copies of all digital files. 

 

7.2 The archive will be deposited with Verulamium Museum. 
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Appendix 1: Monitoring Sheets 
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Appendix 3: List of Photographs 

SITE NAME:  Fosse House, Ermine Close, St Albans, Hertfordshire SITE NO/CODE:  1104/SAF 

Shot  Digital Subject 

1 √ Excavation of haul road, looking NW 

2 √ Stratigraphy of haul road, looking NW 

3 √ Ground reduction in Area A, looking SW (scale 2m) 

4 √ Ground reduction in Area A, looking NW (scale 2m) 

5 √ Ground reduction in Area A, looking S (scale 2m) 

6 √ Man-hole, looking E 

7 √ Stratigraphy of soakaway, looking SE (scale 1m) 

8 √ Stratigraphy of soakaway, looking SE (scale 1m) 

9 √ Excavation of soakaway, looking S 

10 √ Stratigraphy of soakaway, looking SE 

11 √ Drainage trench, looking E (scale 1m) 

12 √ Drainage trench, looking SE 

13 √ Drainage trench, stratigraphy, looking NE 

14 √ Drainage trench, stratigraphy, looking NE 

15 √ Drainage trench, looking NW 

16 √ Drainage trench and Area A, looking W 

17 √ Drainage trench, looking NW 

18 √ Concreted footings in Area A, looking NE 

19 √ Footing trench, in Area B, north-western end, looking NE 

20 √ Footing trench, in Area B, north-western end, looking NW 

21 √ Area B, north-western footings and ground reduced area, looking E 

22 √ Area B, ground reduction and stratigraphy, looking E 

23 √ Area B, ground reduction, looking W 

24 √ Area B, footing trench, south-eastern end, looking NW 

25 √ Area B, footing trench, south-eastern end, looking NE 
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site is now largely built-up with made-ground.  This is thought to have occurred during the initial 

construction of Fosse House.  No significant archaeological finds, features or deposits were 

observed. 

Project Type: Watching Brief 
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None Site status:  
(eg. none, SAM, listed) 
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Current land use: Care Home Future work: 
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No 
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Site address: 
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PROJECT CREATORS 
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