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

Site
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Summary 
During August 2007 Archaeological Services and Consultancy Ltd conducted a watching 
brief at a site on the corner of Oxford Road and Union Street, Luton, on behalf of Hill 
Partnership (Western) Ltd, during ground reduction, and the excavation of test pits for piled 
foundations, and drainage trenches.  Cellars dating to the late 19th or early 20th century, 
along with two associated wells were observed.  No finds or features pre-dating the 19th

century were observed. 

1 Introduction 
1.1 In August 2007 Archaeological Services and Consultancy Ltd (ASC) carried out a 

watching brief at the corner of Oxford Road and Union Street, Luton (NGR TL 0925 
2088: Fig. 1).  The project was commissioned by Hill Partnerships (Western) Ltd, and 
was carried out according to a brief prepared on behalf of the local planning authority 
(LPA), Luton Borough Council, by their archaeological advisor (AA), Bedfordshire 
County Council, and a project design prepared by ASC.  The relevant planning 
application reference is 06/1226/FUL. 

1.2 Planning Background 

This watching brief has been required as a planning condition under the terms of 
Planning Policy Guidance Note 16 (PPG16), in response to proposals for the 
construction of two blocks of flats. 

1.3 Location and description

The proposed development is located within an existing housing development to the 
south of Luton town centre.  It is centred on OS Grid Reference TL 0925 2088 and has 
an approximate area of 1700 square metres (Fig. 2).  It is situated at the junction of 
Oxford Road and Union Street, on the east side of Castle Street, and was previously 
occupied by houses constructed in the late 19th or early 20th century. 

1.4 Geology & Topography

The application area is situated on a valley side overlooking the River Lea at an 
average height of c.117m AOD.  The area has been extensively disturbed and 
urbanised and the natural soils are unlikely to survive.  If a natural soil profile remains, 
it is probable that it would comprise soils of the Batcombe Association, consisting of 
“fine silty over clayey and fine loamy over clayey soils…some well drained clayey 
soils over chalk”.  The underlying geology is made up of plateau drift and of clay with 
flints (Soil Survey 1983; 582a). 
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Figure 2:  Site location  (1:500) 



Oxford Road/Union Street, Luton, Bedfordshire Watching Brief Report 
973/LOR

© ASC Ltd 2007 Page 6

2 Aims & Methods 

2.1 Aims 

As described in the brief (Section 4.3), the aims of the watching brief were: 

• To establish the date, nature and extent of activity or occupation in the 
development site 

• To establish the relationship of any remains found to the surrounding 
contemporary landscapes 

• To recover artefacts to assist in the development of type series within the region 
• To recover palaeo-environmental remains to determine local environmental 

conditions 

2.2 Standards

The work will conform to the requirements of the brief, to the relevant sections of the 
Institute of Archaeologists’ Standard & Guidance Notes (IFA 2001) and Code of 
Conduct (IFA 2000a), to current English Heritage guidelines (EH 1991), to Standards 
for Field Archaeology in the East of England (Gurney 2003), and to the relevant 
sections of ASC’s own Operations Manual.

2.3 Methods 

The work was carried out according to the brief (Section 5), which required: 

• An intensive watching brief requiring the presence of a suitably qualified 
archaeologist during any intrusive groundworks or ground reduction. 

• If archaeological features or deposits were encountered they would be 
investigated and recorded.   

• The relationship between archaeological features and deposits would be 
investigated and recorded. 

• Sampling for retrieval of environmental, organic and artefactual material would be 
carried out during excavation of features and deposits.  

• Provision was be made for delays caused by the need for archaeological recording 
and a contingency allowance made for more detailed recording of exceptional 
finds.  The AA was to be consulted before any contingency allowance was 
deployed. 
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Figure 3: Proposed development (client’s plan) 1:500 
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3 Archaeological & Historical Background 

3.1 Luton is an area of considerable archaeological and historical importance.  This has 
been defined in the Luton Extensive Archaeological Urban Survey (Albion 
Archaeology 2004).  Unlike the neighbouring town of Dunstable, there has been little 
archaeological investigation in Luton, and in consequence the archaeology of Luton is 
not well understood. 

3.2 Luton is situated in the valley of the River Lea.   River valleys in the wider 
Bedfordshire area are known to have attracted settlement during the later prehistoric 
periods.  A small number of prehistoric occupation sites are recorded at this type of 
location in the Luton area (Holgate 1995).   

3.3 An important archaeological site known as Waulud’s Bank, lies c.3km to the north of 
the site.  Excavation revealed evidence of Neolithic and Iron Age occupation (Dyer 
1964).  A further prehistoric site known as Galley Hill lies c.5km north of Luton town 
centre.  Evidence for Neolithic occupation and round barrows (prehistoric burial 
mounds) was recorded (Dyer 1974).  A further group of barrows known as the Five 
Knolls are located c.7km to the west of the site, above the Icknield Way, a suggested 
prehistoric trackway leading from southwest England to East Anglia. 

3.4 The extent of Roman activity in the area of the development is unclear.  The small 
Roman town of Durocobrivis (Dunstable) was located c.5km west of the site and is 
likely to have formed the major settlement in this area (Matthews 1989).  Disparate 
Roman finds are recorded in Luton town centre: a kiln (HER 205) was discovered on 
the site of the Arndale Centre, a quern (HER 1979) was recorded c.1km southeast of 
the site, and a number of Roman coins and other artefacts (HER 1516, 1977, 15236, 
1981, etc.) have been found in the vicinity of the site. 

3.5 The origin and early development of Saxon and medieval Luton is not understood in 
detail.  It is possible that a settlement developed adjacent to the river in the area of the 
present modern town centre during the Saxon period (HER 16993).  The town was 
mentioned in the Domesday Survey (1086) and was held by the king (Williams & 
Martin 2003, 563). 

3.6 The development is located north of the remains of a castle built in 1139 AD by 
Robert de Waudari (HER 186).  The fortification is likely to have been built of timber 
atop a motte with an associated bailey, the structure was extant for only 15 years.  A 
second castle was built north of the site of the original fortification in 1221 AD by 
Fulk de Breauté (Coles 2004).  The memory of the castles is perpetuated in the names 
Castle Street and Castle Close. 

3.7 Recent work c.200m southwest of the development have revealed a substantial ditch, 
which was interpreted as being part of the ditch surrounding the bailey of the original 
castle (Coles 2004).  Further remains of a substantial ditch were recently identified 
during work at a former University of Luton building located c.100m southwest of the 
development area (Albion Archaeology 2005).  This investigation indicated that the 
ditch may extend into the area affected by the proposed development. 



Oxford Road/Union Street, Luton, Bedfordshire Watching Brief Report 
973/LOR

© ASC Ltd 2007 Page 9

3.8 Luton is extensively urbanised and is, in the main, an industrial town.  The site lies 
south of the modern commercial centre and the present houses on the site probably 
date from the late 19th or early 20th centuries. 
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4 Results 
4.1 Ground reduction was monitored, as were the test pits for pile foundations and the 

excavation of drainage trenches.  In total eleven visits were made between 30th July 
and 31st August 2007. 

4.2 Cellars were noted along the frontages of Oxford Road and Union Street.  These 
extended 3.5m back from the street frontages, and were constructed of bricks.  They 
had been backfilled with demolition rubble from the buildings above, including bricks, 
corroded iron, glass and plastic items.  The cellars were cut into the natural strata of 
yellow sand at a depth of 1.5m below current ground level.  Some of the cellars had 
concrete floors; others had no observable floor. 

4.3 A well, constructed of frogged bricks, produced after 1850, was noted in the centre of 
the site, and a second probable well, of apparently earlier date was noted 2 metres to 
the south west of this.  The fill of this earlier well included some large fragments of 
brick. 

4.4 No archaeological finds or features pre-dating the 19th century were observed. 
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Figure 4:  site plan showing location of cellars and wells



Oxford Road/Union Street, Luton, Bedfordshire Watching Brief Report 
973/LOR

© ASC Ltd 2007 Page 12

Plate 1:  cellar along Oxford Road 

Plate 2:  probable well 

Plate 3: typical test pit section 
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Plate 4:  Brick lined well 

Plate 5:  cellars along Union Street 
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5. Conclusions 

5.1 Although this site is situated close to two sites where archaeological remains of 
medieval date have been observed, no archaeological remains predating the 19th

century were observed during this watching brief.   

5.2 Cellars relating to earlier buildings on Union Street and Oxford Road were observed. 
These were constructed of brick, and had been backfilled with demolition rubble 
(bricks, metal, glass and plastics).  The cellars on the site extended 3.5 m back from 
the street frontages.  Also noted was a well, also constructed of frogged bricks. This is 
likely to have been associated with the houses.  A second probable well, predating this 
was also noted, 2m to the south west of the brick lined well.  This had been backfilled 
with material including large fragments of brick. 

5.3 It is likely that any earlier archaeological remains on this site were impacted upon by 
the construction of the houses in the late 19th to early 20th century.   

5.4 Full co-operation was received from Hill Partnerships (Western) Ltd, site conditions 
were good, and a high confidence rating is therefore attached to the results of this 
watching brief. 
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Appendix 1: Monitoring Sheets 
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