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

Site
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Summary 
In November 2007 Archaeological Services and Consultancy Ltd (ASC) carried out an 
archaeological watching brief at land to the rear of 88-84 High Street South, Dunstable, 
during redevelopment.  The excavation of geotechnical pits, footing trenches and a soakaway 
were monitored.  Two cellars of late 19th or early 20th century date were revealed, as was a 
possible ditch terminus or pit of unknown date, extending to the west of the site. 

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

watching brief at land to the rear of 88-84 High Street South, Dunstable (NGR TL 
0204 2160: Fig. 1).  The project was commissioned by Integra Group and was carried 
out according to a brief (Mather 2007) prepared on behalf of the local planning 
authority (LPA), South Bedfordshire District Council, by their archaeological advisor 
(AA), Bedfordshire County Council, and a project design (McLeish 2007) prepared by 
ASC.  The relevant planning application reference is 06/2333. 

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 
demolition of the existing building and erection of three dwellings. 

1.3 Location

The site is situated in Dunstable in the administrative district of Luton (Fig. 1). It lies 
close to the town centre on the south side of Friars Walk and is centred on NGR TL 
0204 2160. It comprises an approximately rectangular area of land of c. 488 sq m (Fig 
2). 

1.4 Description

Much of the site was previously occupied by a brick building of probable commercial 
use; the remainder comprised Petropolis House, which is still in use as office space 
and a car park area and garages between the two buildings. 

1.5 Geology & Topography

The site is situated in an urban area and the soils in the town centre have not been 
mapped. If the natural soils survive on the sites they are likely to comprise the Upton 1 
Association, namely shallow well-drained calcareous soil (Soil Survey 1983, 342a) 
over Middle Chalk (British Geological Survey 1992, sheet 220). The site is essentially 
flat and lies at an elevation of c.144m OD. 
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Figure 2:  Site plan  (scale 1:5000) 

SITE
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Figure 3:  Proposed development showing footings in blue, soak-away in green and  
geotechnical pits in red (scale 1:250) 
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2 Aims & Methods 

2.1 Aims 

In line with the requirements of the brief (Section 4) the aims of the watching brief 
were: 

• To determine and understand the nature, function and character of an 
archaeological site in its cultural and environmental setting. 

• 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 the type series within 
the region. 

• To recover palaeo-environmental remains to determine local environmental 
conditions. 

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 brief (Section 5), which required: 

• A programme of archaeological observation, investigation and recording to 
be undertaken during any development works likely to affect 
archaeological remains. 

Five site visits were made between 8th November and 19th November 2007.  The 
excavation of geotechnical pits and footing trenches as well as a soak-away were 
monitored. 
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3 Archaeological & Historical Background 

3.1 Dunstable is an area of considerable archaeological and historical importance and this 
has been recognized by the local authority through the production of the Dunstable 
Extensive Archaeological Survey (BCC 2001). The survey indicates that the area has 
been occupied since the prehistoric periods and that the site lies on the edge of the 
Roman and medieval town of Dunstable (ibid, figs. 3 and 12). The site therefore has 
the potential to reveal evidence of a variety of periods but the focus of interest lies in 
the Roman and medieval periods. 

3.2 Dunstable was an area of considerable importance during the prehistoric periods and a 
variety of sites and artefacts are known in the area (Matthews 1989). A number of 
prehistoric sites are known on higher ground of the Chiltern ridge, notably an 
important group of round barrows (burial mounds) known as the Five Knolls, which 
lie outside the study area c.3km southwest of the site (Dyer 1991). A further 
significant site, known as Maiden Bower, is situated to the northwest of the town 
centre and is interpreted as an Iron Age fort overlying an earlier causewayed enclosure 
(Matthews 1989, 36-41). A number of prehistoric artefacts are known from the town 
centre (eg HER 157), but these are largely as a result of chance finds rather than 
controlled archaeological excavation. An important prehistoric trackway known as the 
Icknield Way passed through Dunstable, to the north of the site. 

3.3 During the Roman period the area was dominated by a major road, now known as 
Watling Street (Simco 1984; OS 1979). The present High Street follows the line of this 
road, which ran to the west of the proposed site. A small town, known as 
Dvrocobrivis, developed at the junction of Watling Street and the Icknield Way.  Little 
large scale archaeological work has taken place within the Roman town (Matthews 
1989, 68) and the layout of the settlement is not well understood.  Part of the Roman 
period cemetery has been excavated to the west of the site, at Friary Field (Gardner 
2004) and a possible defensive ditch has been excavated north of the site (HER 11281; 
Hagen 1972). The latter may indicate the southern limit of the town and as excavations 
to the east of the sites at Wellington Terrace (HER 15813; Warren 1992) failed to 
locate evidence of Roman activity, the sites probably lie to the south of the main area 
of Roman settlement. The Extensive Archaeological Survey shows the southern limit 
of Roman occupation on the northern edge of the site (BCC 2001, fig. 12). 

3.4 There is currently little evidence for Saxon occupation in Dunstable, but remains of 
this period have been excavated at Puddlehill, c.3km north of the town centre, and a 
Saxon cemetery was excavated at Marina Drive, on the north side of the present town. 

3.5 A new settlement was founded at Dunstable in 1119 by Henry I, who built a new royal 
residence, which was regularly visited until the 16th century.  It has been suggested 
that this residence was located around Kingsbury Court and Old Palace Lodge, to the 
northeast of the site. 

3.6 An Augustinian priory was founded in Dunstable in c.1131. The priory, dedicated to 
St Peter was situated to the north of the site and is a Scheduled Ancient Monument
(SAM; no. 131).   
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3.7 Little large scale excavation has taken place within the monastery but the west wall of 
the monastic precinct was recorded at the Saracens Head public house to the west of 
the site (Warren 1984). The Manshead Archaeological Society have conducted a 
number of small scale archaeological projects in the area, but in general, little is 
known of the archaeology of the priory. An archaeological evaluation has recently 
been carried out at Montpelier House, but archaeological remains were not revealed in 
this area (Bolderson 2002).  

3.8 Religious institutions played an important part in the life of medieval Dunstable and a 
Dominican friary was founded in 1259 on the west side of High Street South (Clark 
and Maull 1989; Green & Horne 1991; Gardner 2004). A number of cross-shaped pits, 
perhaps garden features associated with the friary have recently been recorded 
(Gardner 2004). 

3.9 The post medieval period in Dunstable displays a variety of economic and industrial 
activities, such as the Whiting Works to the north-west and west of the proposed area 
of development, and a corn windmill to the north-west close to the cricket ground. 
Also well represented in the 1901 Second Edition map are almhouses and breweries 
(Godfrey 1992, Bedfordshire Sheet 32.02). 



88-84 High Street South, Dunstable, Bedfordshire Watching Brief Report 
929/DHS

© ASC Ltd 2008  Page 10

4 Results 
4.1 Excavation of geotechnical pits revealed that a layer of crushed bricks and other 

demolition rubble from the previous building overlay the site.  This was c.0.30m thick 
and covered the foundations of the earlier building (Plates 1 and 2).  These concrete 
foundations were cut into the natural chalk.  Geotechnical pit 4 revealed a brick built 
cellar below this earlier building (Fig. 4).  This had been cut into the natural chalk and 
backfilled with bricks and roof slates (Plate 3). 

4.2 Excavation of the footing trenches revealed a 1m deep and 1.2m wide feature in the 
east facing section of the western-most trench (Fig. 6).  This contained no pottery or 
other dating evidence.  It may represent a ditch terminus, or a pit, as it was not visible 
in the west facing section.  It was filled with a loose, dark brownish-black silty clay 
with inclusions of flint pebbles and was cut into the natural chalk (Plate 4). 

4.3 Two further brick built cellars were observed during the excavation of the footing 
trenches for the new dwellings (Fig. 4).  These cellars also cut the natural chalk and 
were below the floor of the recently demolished building, and had been cut by the 
footings of this later building in places.  The cellars had been backfilled with 
demolition rubble including bricks and roof tiles and 20th century ceramics (Plates 5 
and 6). 

4.4 The excavation of the soak-away revealed a 0.50m thick layer of crushed chalk, bricks 
and demolition rubble (Context 101, Fig 5).  Cut into this was a service trench [103], 
and below (101) was another service trench [108], both of which also contained 
bricks.  Further layers of disturbed chalk were observed (Contexts 104, 105, 106 and 
109) which overlay the chalk natural strata. The natural strata (Context 110) was 
excavated to a depth of 1m below existing ground level (Fig. 5, Plate 7). 
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Figure 4:  Plan of foundation trenches showing cellars and possible pit (Scale 1:100) 

Figure 5:  Section of soakaway (Scale 1:50) 

Figure 6:  Section of possible ditch terminus or pit (Scale 1:20) 
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Plate 1:  Geotechnical pit 2 Plate 2:  Typical footing trench section 

Plate 3:  Geotechnical pit 4 
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Plate 4:  Possible ditch or pit in section of western footing 
trench.

Plate 5:  Cellar in northern footing trench 
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Plate 6:  Cellars in eastern footing trench 

Plate 7:  Section of soak-away 
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5. Conclusions 

5.1 Much of the site appears to have been damaged by the construction of two late 19th

century houses with cellars.  The construction of the commercial building following 
the demolition of these houses in the mid 20th century also disturbed the ground on the 
site.  Any archaeological remains that had been present in this area would have been 
damaged by this previous development on the site. 

5.2 A 1m wide and 1.2m deep feature was revealed in the westernmost footing trench.  
This has been interpreted as being a pit or ditch terminus as it was not visible in the 
opposite section.  It contained no finds and is of unknown date.  It cut directly into the 
natural chalk, below a layer of rubble associated with the demolition of the building. 

5.3 Confidence Rating 
Full co-operation was received from Integra Construction Ltd and weather conditions 
were good for the majority of site visits.  Confidence in the results of the watching 
brief as a whole is high, and the impact of the development on archaeological remains 
is considered to be low. 

However, it was raining heavily on the day that the soak-away was excavated and it 
was not possible to hand clean the sections.  Therefore confidence in the interpretation 
of the remains in this area is slightly lower than that for the rest of the site.  
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Appendix 1: Monitoring Sheets 
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Appendix 3: Context Descriptions 
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101 Layer Mid grey mixed chalk, redeposited natural
102 Fill Dark blackish brown silty clay with brick inclusions, fill of [103] 
103 Cut Steep sided, concave based service trench, filled by (102) 
104 Layer Mixed chalk and dark brown silty clay soil, inclusions of bricks 
105 Layer Dark brown silty clay soil 
106 Layer Mixed chalk and rubble 
107 Fill Dark blackish brown silty clay with brick inclusions, fill of [108] 
108 Cut Steep sided service trench, filled by (107)
109 Layer Disturbed chalk layer, no inclusions 
110 Layer White chalk, natural 
111 Fill Dark blackish brown silty clay, occasional inclusions of tile 
112 Cut Steep sided cut of possible ditch terminus or pit 
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