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

Between April and October 2007, a watching brief was maintained on groundworks at Manor 
Farm Cholsey, during conversion of the site to commercial office use.  It has been suggested 
that Manor Farm is on the site of a monastic grange belonging to Reading Abbey, and a large 
tithe barn known as Cowper’s Barn existed on the site until 1815 when it was taken down.  No 
evidence to confirm the existence of the grange was found during the watching brief.  The 
only features exposed within the farmyard were a number of compacted post medieval yard 
surfaces, a brick lined well which later in its life had been converted to pump use by capping 
the top and inserting a metal pipe, and a short length of southeast to northwest wall footing in 
one of the service runs.  This footing was constructed of modern frogged bricks and older 
handmade bricks.  The presence of older reused bricks may indicate that there had been older 
buildings predating the current farm buildings on the site.  Five 85m trenches for a geo-
thermal heating system were excavated in the field between Manor Farm and the church.  
Other than modern services, the only features exposed were a number of irregular pits which 
might have been excavated for sand and gravel extraction  
 

1 Introduction 

1.1 Between April and October 2007 Archaeological Services and Consultancy Ltd (ASC) 
carried out a watching brief at Manor Farm, Cholsey, Oxfordshire (NGR SU 58348 
87139: Fig. 1).  The project was commissioned by Pineapple Developments Ltd, and 
was carried out according to a brief (Smith 2007) prepared on behalf of the local 
planning authority (LPA), South Oxfordshire District Council, by their archaeological 
advisor (AA), Oxfordshire County Archaeological Services, and a project design 
prepared by ASC (Zeepvat 2007).  The relevant planning application reference is 
P02/W0180. 

 
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 
conversion of the farm buildings to B1 commercial use, along with associated 
landscaping, parking areas and services. 

 
1.3 Location & Description 

The village of Cholsey is located in the Thames valley, c.3km south of 
Wallingford, in the South Oxfordshire District of Oxfordshire (Fig. 1).  Manor 
Farm lies c.0.7km north-west of the village centre, on Church Road, a minor 
road leading to South Moreton.  The site, comprising the farmyards and farm 
buildings, occupies a total area of 0.759 hectares, on the south side of Church 
Road, which provides access (Fig. 2).  The parish church, dedicated to St Mary, 
lies outside the present village, less than 100m south of the farm buildings. 

 
1.4 Services, Buildings, Etc 

Manor Farm contains a number of historic farm buildings, several of which are 
listed.  Between these are areas of concrete hard standing.  At the south-west 
corner of the site are three farm cottages. 
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1.5 Geology & Topography 
The brief notes that the site is located at an elevation of c.50m OD, on a small 
island of Second Terrace Deposits, surrounded by Upper Greensand.  Soils in the 
area appear to belong to the Hucklesbrook Association (Soil Survey 1983, 571w), 
described as “well drained coarse loamy and some sandy soils, commonly over 
gravel.  Some similar permeable soils affected by groundwater. Usually on flat 
land.” 
 
 

 

 
Figure 2:  Site plan  (scale 1:1250) 
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2 Aims & Methods 

2.1 Aims 

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 revealed by the 
development programme. 

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

 
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 3), which required: 

• A formal programme of observation and investigation conducted during any 
operations on site that may disturb or destroy archaeological deposits, resulting in 
the preparation of a report and ordered archive 

 
2.4 Constraints 

During the monitoring visits full co-operation was given by the on site contractors and 
no constraints were encountered during the watching brief. 
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3 Archaeological & Historical Background 

The brief notes that Manor Farm lies within an area of archaeological potential.  
Roman pottery has been recorded to the east of Church Road, c.200m north-east of the 
site (HER 2680).  Excavations for a sewer pipe trench in the fields between the farm 
and the church revealed a number of pits and postholes (HER 7633).  One pit 
contained the bones of four adults and one child, while another contained sherds of 
Roman and medieval pottery.  It is likely that the Roman pottery was residual, and that 
the burials are of medieval date.  St Mary’s Church was a Saxon minster, and Saxon 
fabric survives within the existing building.  It is likely that Manor Farm stands on the 
site of a medieval Grange belonging to Reading Abbey.  Until its demolition in 1815 a 
massive Tithe barn, Cowper’s Barn, stood on the site (HER 7750).  It measured about 
100m in length, and 17m high.  Some of the material from it was used in the 
construction of Manor Farm. 

 
Manor Farm contains the following listed buildings: 
 
• HER 20734.  Manor Farmhouse.  Grade II. A mid 18th-century two-storey red brick 

building with random grey brick headers, and old plain tile half-hipped roof. 
• HER 20735.  Group of three barns, now linked to form one building.  Six-bay barn 

with seven-bay barns to left and right.  Dated 1815 on tie beam to centre, reusing 
material from Cowpers Barn.  A mixed stone and flint building with stone 
dressings and red brick dressings.  Curved principal roof, with some reused timber. 

• HER 20736.  Aisled barn, eleven bays, probably early 18th-century date, 100m 
north-east of Manor Farmhouse 

• HER 20737.  Stables, probably early 18th century.  Knapped flint and coursed 
limestone rubble with red brick dressings.  About 5m north of Manor Farmhouse. 

 
 
 



Manor Farm, Church Road, Cholsey, Oxon. Watching Brief Report 
903/CMF 

© ASC Ltd 2007  Page 8 

4 Results 

4.1 Fourteen watching brief visits were made between 2nd April and 25th October 2007 
(Fig 3).  Each visit was recorded on a standard ASC Field Monitoring Sheet and a 
photographic record maintained.  Though the South Oxfordshire Conservation Officer 
did not require any historic building recording prior to the conversion of the barns, a 
rapid sketch of one of the frames was produced, of the north-eastern barn (Fig 4). 

 
4.2 The natural strata comprised yellow sandy gravel, overlying yellow to blue grey clays 

(Plate 2). 
 
4.3 Within the north-eastern barn sixteen 1.5 x1.5m pits for the supports for the mezzanine 

floor were excavated (Plate 1).  Each pit was c. 600mm deep, the upper 150-200mm 
comprising modern building debris, below which the natural yellow sandy gravel was 
observed. 

 
4.4 Outside the barns a series of 500mm service trenches were excavated.  Each trench 

was monitored for the presence of archaeological remains.  Within the trenches a 
number of possible shallow features were observed.  None of these features produced 
any dating material.  However it has been suggested that these features might relate to 
the more recent occupation of the site.  A series of compacted chalk farmyard surfaces 
were also observed in the service trenches.  These features are discussed in detail on 
the Field Monitoring Sheets (Appendix 1).  A similar deposition profile was noted in 
each trench, comprising 300-500mm of modern debris (C19/20th) above the natural.   

 
4.5 A 1.05m diameter brick (64x105x23mm) lined well was located to the south west of 

the north easternmost barn in the angle between two smaller barns.  The well was c. 
7m deep and had a metal pipe rising up its centre.  Prior to the start of the watching 
brief during the preliminary site clearing, a vaulted capping over the well shaft had 
been removed, exposing a metal pipe (Plate 3).   

 
4.6 A southeast to northeast orientated brick wall located towards the southeast corner of 

the site was observed in one of the trenches.  This wall footing comprised a 
combination of modern and older possibly handmade bricks.  No features or deposits 
defiantly pre dating the 19th century were seen in any of the excavated trenches.   

 
4.7 Five parallel 85m long SW – NE trenches for a geo-thermal heating system were 

excavated in the field to the south of the farm.  The trenches were centred c. 5m 
intervals and were 1m wide and 1.5m deep.  Topsoil over the field was c. 0.2m deep.  
At the base of the topsoil there was a light scattering of broken tile and brick across the 
whole field.  Below the tile scatter natural coarse sands were observed.  The only 
features observed cut into the sand were a number of irregular pits ranging in size from 
c. 1.0 -0.5m across.  It seems likely that these pits were originally dug to acquire sand 
or gravel.   
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Figure 3: Plan showing the area watched on each monitoring visit (scale 1:1250) 
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Figure 4: Northeast barn, sketch of one of the timber frames. 

 

 
Plate 1: Excavated pits for the mezzanine floor supports in the northeastern barn 
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Plate 2: Typical profile seen in the farmyard trenches 

 

 
Plate 3: Well and pipe for the pump 
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Plate 4: Possible drainage gully below the farmyard surface and associated makeup 

 

 
Plate 5: Location of the geo-thermal pipe trenches
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5. Conclusions 

5.1 From the rapid historical background search it is clear that Manor Farm lies in an area 
of considerable archaeological interest.  It is suggested that Manor Farm has its origin 
as a monastic grange.  The large Cowper’s Barn survived on site until it was 
demolished in 1815.  Though not specifically looked for during the watching brief it 
has been suggested that parts of the tithe barn were reused after the barn was taken 
down in some of the existing buildings around the Manor Farm complex.  

 
5.2 The brick lined well revealed in the farmyard probably started life as a simple bucket 

on a rope type well but by the end of its life the metal pipe had been installed, 
presumably with a pump on top. 

 
5.3 The soil profiles observed within the new service trenches clearly demonstrate that 

much of the land around Manor Farm has been disturbed to a depth of c. 500mm in 
relatively recent times.  Whilst the wall footing seen towards the southeast side of the 
site contained some small handmade bricks, the presence of modern frogged bricks 
clearly shows that this wall was built in recent times, though it is possible that it is on 
the line of an older wall.   

 
5.4 A number of small gullies probably associated with drainage around the farm yard 

were observed sealed below the debris.  As no dating material was recovered from any 
of these small features it is impossible to say with any certainty when they were in use, 
however it seems likely that they are associated with the farm.  

 
5.5 The watching brief at Manor Farm has demonstrated that much of the site has been 

highly disturbed and the potential for significant undisturbed archaeological remains 
surviving is low.  However, it is clear that a number of small gullies do survive and 
future excavation work on the site might enable them to be plotted and possibly dated 
by examination of pottery from their fill.  It is also conceivable that some undisturbed 
areas associated with the medieval grange may survive in areas not truncated by the 
current works. 

 
5.6 Though human burials were found in the field to the south-east of the farm when an 

earlier sewer pipe was constructed, observation of the five long trenches for the geo-
thermal heating pipes failed to reveal any additional burials.  The light scatter of 
broken tile observed below the topsoil is entirely consistent with what would be 
expected in a field next to a long established farm.  The pits observed in the trenches 
were probably for sand and gravel extraction. 

 
5.7 Confidence Rating 
 

The watching brief was carried out over a number of visits by four highly experienced 
archaeologists who all drew the same conclusion that the site had been highly 
disturbed during the 19th century.  We can therefore be confident that the results 
accurately reflect the surviving archaeological deposits on the site in the areas 
examined. 
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7. Archive 

7.1 The project archive will comprise: 
 

1. Brief 
2. Project Design 
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8. CDROM with copies of all digital files. 

 
7.2 The archive will be deposited with Oxfordshire Museums Services store. 
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Appendix 1: Monitoring Sheets 
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 Appendix 2: List of Photographs 

SITE NAME: Manor Farm Cholsey SITE NO/CODE: 903/CMF 

Date  B&W Digital 

02/04/2007 Main detail shots only 20 shots 
11/04/2007  43 shots 
10/05/2007  71 shots 
17/05/2007  29 shots 
23/05/2007  39 shots 
24/05/2007  28 shots 
25/05/2007  45 shots 
29/05/2007  21 shots 
25/06/2007  5 shots 
26/06/2007  2 shots 
22/10/2007  2 shots 
23/10/2007  2 shots 
24/10/2007  4 shots 
25/10/2007  8 shots 
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was found during the watching brief.  The only features exposed within 
the farmyard were a number of compacted post medieval yard 
surfaces, a brick lined well which later in its life had been converted to 
pump use by capping the top and inserting a metal pipe, and a short 
length of southeast to northwest wall footing in one of the service runs.  
This footing was constructed of modern frogged bricks and older 
handmade bricks.  The presence of older reused bricks may indicate 
that there had been older buildings predating the current farm 
buildings on the site.  Five 85m trenches for a geo-thermal heating 
system were excavated in the field between Manor Farm and the 
church.  Other than modern services, the only features exposed were a 
number of irregular pits which might have been excavated for sand 
and gravel extraction  

Project Type: 

(indicate all that apply) 
Watching Brief 

Site status: 
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Previous work: 
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