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

Site



St Michael’s Church, Steeple Claydon, Buckinghamshire Watching Brief Report 
975/SMC

© ASC Ltd 2008 Page 4

Summary 
Between April 2007 and July 2008 ASC carried out a watching brief at St Michael’s Church, 
Steeple Claydon, Buckinghamshire during groundworks for the construction of the new parish 
room known as the Mark Bullman Parish Room Project.  A large quantity of disarticulated 
human bone fragments was recovered during ground reduction and the excavation of 
foundation trenches.  These were retained at the church for reburial.  Two partial skeletons 
were uncovered during excavation of a new septic tank.  These were of probable 18th or 19th

century date, and the only obvious sign of pathology was some tooth decay to one of the 
skeletons.  They were removed under faculty and retained at the church for reburial.  No 
archaeologically significant finds were observed during this watching brief, but five 19th

century tombstones that had been reused as a footpath outside the vestry were noted, and 
fragments of 19th and 20th century pottery, glass and ceramic grave markers were also 
observed.

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

watching brief at St Michael’s Church, Steeple Claydon, Buckinghamshire.  The 
project was commissioned by Steeple Claydon Parochial Church Council, and was 
carried out according to a brief (Radford 2007) prepared on behalf of the local 
planning authority (LPA), Aylesbury Vale District Council, by their archaeological 
advisor (AA), Buckinghamshire County Archaeology Service (BCAS), and a project 
design prepared by ASC.  The relevant planning application reference is 00/0710. 

1.2 Planning Background

This watching brief was required under the terms of Planning Policy Guidance Note 
16 (PPG16), as a condition of planning permission for the development of the site. 

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 project was managed by Karin Semmelmann BA MA MIFA, 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 situated in the burial ground of the church of St Michael, Steeple 
Claydon, Buckinghamshire (Figure 1). The church is situated on the east side of 
the village and the site lies on the north side of the church, centred on Ordnance 
Survey National Gird Reference SP 7053 2674 (Figure 2). 
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Access to the site is from the southwest, through the churchyard gate. A 
detailed service survey had not been undertaken, but a number of manhole 
covers were noted, on the north side of the site. 

1.5.2 Geology & Topography 
The soils of the area comprise the Wickham 2 Association; typically slowly 
permeable fine loamy and clayey soils (Soil Survey 1983). The site is 
essentially flat and lies at an elevation of c.109m OD. 

1.5.3 Proposed Development
The development proposal comprises the construction of a new parish room, 
known as the Mark Bullman Parish Room Project (Figure 3). 
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Figure 2:  Site plan  (Scale 1: 2,500)
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Figure 3: Plan of the Site, showing the Proposed Development (Scale 1:200)
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2. Aims & Methods 

2.1 Aims 

As described in the brief, the aims of the watching brief were: 

• To ensure the archaeological monitoring of all aspects of the development 
programme likely to affect archaeological remains 

• To secure the adequate recording of any archaeological remains, including human 
remains and environmental, revealed by the development programme 

• To secure the analysis, conservation and long-term storage of any 
artefactual/ecofactual material recovered from the site. 

• Particular regard was paid to the potential for disturbance of human remains 

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), and to the relevant sections of ASC’s own Operations Manual.

2.3 Methods 

The work was carried out according to the brief (Section 8a), which required: 

• A detailed watching brief was maintained during all works with the potential to 
effect archaeological remains 

• An archaeologist was in attendance during excavation works for footings, ground 
beams, slabs, service runs, etc. 

• A contingency was in place, allowing for appropriate archaeological excavation, 
recording and reporting, of any significant archaeological remains, notably human 
remains, which may be disturbed as a result of the works (Fell 2007, section 6.3) 
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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, however the focus of interest is likely to lie in the medieval and 
post-medieval periods. 

This section has been compiled with information from readily available sources. 

3.2 Little is known of the prehistoric and Roman periods in Steeple Claydon and the 
village probably originated during the Saxon period. 

3.3 The village is mentioned in the Domesday survey (1086), where it is referred to as 
Claindone. Little detail is given of the village, but the land was held by Alric Cook and 
was valued at £16 (Morris 1978). 

3.4 Steeple Claydon probably developed during the medieval period and the main part of 
the village is centred to the west of the site. A building known as Manor Farm lies 
immediately to the northeast of the church (Fig. 2). This occupies the site of the 
medieval manor of the Chaloners, which was demolished during the 18th century (Page 
1927, 226).

12.5 The church is dedicated to St Michael (Page 1927, 228; RCHM 1913, 272). The origin 
of the building is uncertain, but the chancel dates to the 14th century and the south wall 
of the nave was constructed during the 15th century (Pevsner & Williamson 1994, 
643). The church was extensively modified during the 19th century, notably with the 
addition of the steeple in 1862 (ibid). 

3.6 The site lies within the burial ground of the church. A number of 19th century 
headstones are present on the north side of the church, but none are present within the 
footprint of the proposed building. An archaeological trial trench was excavated within 
the footprint of the proposed building in 2002 (Fell and Marshall 2002) and articulated 
burials were recorded at a depth of c.770-980mm. 

3.7 A complex of earthworks are situated to the west of the church adjacent to a house 
known as The Camp (Fig. 2). It is known that Oliver Cromwell slept in The Camp on 
the night of 3 March 1644 and the earthworks may have been a fortification 
constructed by the parliamentary forces at that time (Page 1927, 226). 
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4. Results 
4.1 Work on the new parish rooms officially began on 1st August 2007, and the watching 

brief commenced on this date.  No groundworks were undertaken between this date 
and July 2008, when five further archaeological monitoring visits were made during 
the excavation of the raft foundations and a new septic tank and drains. 

4.2  A thin layer of turf overlay dark blackish brown silty clay topsoil between 100mm and 
300mm thick.  This covered a loose and friable mid brown silt graveyard soil.  The 
natural strata was reached at a depth of 1.60m below existing ground level and 
comprised a firm yellowish orange sandy clay with small limestone inclusions. 

4.3 Disarticulated human bone fragments were concentrated in areas of ground 
disturbance as would be expected.  These areas included an archaeological evaluation 
trench excavated by ASC in 2002, a modern drain and the foundations of a small 
outbuilding.  The north side of the site had suffered a great deal of root disturbance 
caused by the mature trees that form the northern boundary of the site.   

4.4 Hand-Excavated Foundation Trench 
An archaeological monitoring visit was made on 1st August 2007 as part of the official 
start of the development.  A trench 2m long and 0.70m wide was excavated by hand to 
a depth of 0.75m (Figure 4).  No archaeological features were observed.  A small 
amount of disarticulated human bone fragments was recovered from the obviously 
disturbed mid brown silty soil and retained for reburial.  Occasional fragments of stone 
building rubble were also observed in this trench. 

4.5 Raft Foundations 
 Ground reduction within the footprint of the new building was carried out using a 

mini-digger with a toothless bucket.  The formation level for the new building was 
525mm below the interior floor level of the church.  Trenches for the beams 
supporting the raft foundation were excavated using a 600mm wide toothed bucket to 
a depth of 650mm below the interior floor level of the church.   

Frequent inclusions of disarticulated human bone fragments and occasional fragments 
of 20th century pottery and glass vessels were observed within the graveyard soil.  Also 
found were two stoneware objects with glazed upper surfaces and unglazed bodies 
(Plates 5 and 6).  These were numbered 4 and 14 and would have marked the location 
of grave plots prior to the erection of a headstone.   

Brick foundations for a former outbuilding were observed in the northwest of the 
development area (Figure 4).  These foundations were 7 courses of bricks deep and 
were 0.30m wide, except in the southern corner where the footings were 0.30m thick 
concrete.  This suggests two phases of building.   

Manhole covers for a septic tank and associated drains were observed within the 
footprint for the new building (Figure 4).  The manholes were 0.50m in diameter and 
lined in plastic, and the cut for the drain or soakaway, leading away from the septic 
tank to the northeast, was 0.60m wide.  The septic tank was drained and then filled 
with concrete but not removed. 
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4.6 Septic Tank and Drain 
Two partial articulated burials were observed during the excavation of the new septic 
tank. 

These burials were at a depth of 1.50m below existing ground level and were located 
within separate, intercutting, graves with dark brown clayey-silt fills.  They both cut 
the natural strata, mid orange clay with rare inclusions of limestone flecks.   

Two iron coffin handles were observed within the fill of Grave 1 as well as several 
iron coffin nails.  Three small copper rings were also observed (Plate 10), these were 
found close to the coffin handles and may relate to the handles’ attachment to the 
coffin.   

Both skeletons were adults, as the long bones present had fully fused. Skeleton 1 is 
tentatively suggested as female on the basis of the size of the long bones.  Only the 
upper part of Skeleton 2 (the skull, neck vertebrae and scapulae and collar bones) was 
within the trench, and the machine bucket had removed part of the skull, making sex 
identification difficult.  Skeleton 2 displayed signs of decay (cavities) to the teeth of 
the lower jaw (Plate 9), but no other obvious signs of pathology were observed.  
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Figure 4:  Site plan (Scale 1:100)
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Plate 1:  Overview of site during ground 
reduction 

Plate 2:  Overview of site after digging 
foundations 

Plate 3:  Section showing cut for service 
trench from disused septic tank (Scale 1m) 

Plate 4:  Example of gravestone which had 
been reused as a footpath outside the vestry  

Plate 5:  Stoneware “plot marker” 

Plate 6:  View of “plot marker” from side 
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Plate 7:  Skeleton 1 from west (Scale 1m) Plate 8:  Skeleton 2 from north (Scale 1m) 

Plate 9:  Lower jaw of Skeleton 2, showing 
tooth decay 

Plate 10:  Coffin handle, button and copper 
rings (Scale 20cm) 

Plate 11:  Section of septic tank pit 

Plate 12:  Excavating drain to new septic tank 
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5. Conclusions 

5.1 The raft foundations were designed to minimize the impact of the development on 
archaeological remains following the results of an archaeological evaluation carried 
out by ASC in 2002.  This evaluation had identified articulated burials at a depth of 
between 770mm and 940mm below ground level.  The location of the new septic tank 
was chosen to avoid disturbance to areas of known graves. 

5.2 A large quantity of disarticulated bone fragments was recovered during the 
groundworks for the raft foundation.  These were retained in the vestry for reburial, as 
required by the faculty.  A small assemblage of late 19th to 20th century artefacts 
(fragments of glazed china vessels, glass bottles and vases) was also recovered and 
retained for reburial. 

5.3 Two partial skeletons were uncovered during the excavation for a new septic tank.  
These were oriented roughly east-west within separate, but intercutting, grave cuts at a 
depth of 1.50m below existing ground level.  The only obvious sign of pathology was 
some tooth decay apparent to the second skeleton. 

5.4 No significant archaeological finds or features were observed during the watching 
brief and the impact of the development is therefore negligible.  

5.5 Confidence Rating 
A high confidence rating is attached to this watching brief as site conditions were 
good, and full co-operation was received from the clients and other contractors.  
However, the possibility that some small bone fragments or complete small bones (e.g. 
fingers and toes) were not recovered from the soil as it was removed cannot be ruled 
out. 
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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 
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7.2 The archive will be deposited with Buckinghamshire Museum.
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Appendix 1: Monitoring Sheets 
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1  �� Working shot of hand excavated foundation trench 
2  �� Working shot of hand excavated foundation trench 
3  �� Working shot of hand excavated foundation trench 
4  �� Working shot of hand excavated foundation trench 
5  �� Working shot of hand excavated foundation trench 
6 �� �� Hand excavated foundation trench from north east 
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9 �� �� Working shot of ground reduction 
10 �� �� Stripped area from east 
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13 �� �� Example of tombstone that had been reused as footpath 
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16 �� �� Working shot showing foundations of outbuilding 
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20 �� �� View of church entrance 
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22 �� �� Working shot of stripped area 
23  �� Working shot of stripped area 
24  �� Working shot of stripped area 
25  �� Working shot of stripped area 
26 �� �� Close up of grave marker 
27 �� �� Close up of grave marker 
28 �� �� Close up of grave marker 
29 �� �� Working shot 
30 �� �� Footing trenches from west 
31 �� �� Skeleton 1 from east 
32 �� �� Skeleton 2 from north 
33 �� �� Pit for septic tank from north showing location of skeletons 
34 �� �� Pit for septic tank from west showing location of skeletons 
35 �� �� Lower jaw of Skeleton 2 
36 �� �� Coffin handle and associated objects 
37 �� �� West facing grave section 
38 �� �� East facing grave section 
39 �� �� Excavating drain to septic tank 
40 �� �� Excavating drain to septic tank 
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