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 Summary 
 
A watching brief was conducted by John Moore Heritage Services following an 
archaeological evaluation of the site (JMHS 2011) during groundworks for a new 
extension at Thames House, Littlemore Mental Health Centre, Sandford Road, 
Littlemore, Oxford (NGR SP 5330 0234) (Planning application: 11/01430/FUL). A 
total of seven site visits were made intermittently over the period from 19th October 
2011 to 17th November 2011. The monitored groundworks involved initial concrete 
and surfacing works followed by excavation of wall footing trenches and service 
trenches. The ditch first discovered in the evaluation was re- investigated and pottery 
was recovered dating from the late Iron Age to early Roman period. A pit of late 1st 
Century to 2nd Century AD Romano-British date and a later ditch were also 
discovered. 
 
 
1 INTRODUCTION 
 
1.1 Site Location (Figure 1) 
 
The site is located at Littlemore Mental Health Centre, Sandford Road, Littlemore, 
Oxford (NGR SP 5330 0234). The site was on flat ground over an area of tarmac car 
park adjacent to hospital buildings.  
 
1.2 Planning Background 
 
Planning permission was granted by Oxford City Council (Planning application 
11/01430/FUL) for the erection of single storey extension to provide 4 en-suite 
bedrooms, 1 x de-escalation room, laundry and storage. The work required the 
implementation of a staged programme of archaeological works. This was due to the 
site’s potential to contain archaeological remains. The first Stage of work was an 
archaeological evaluation trench undertaken to characterise the site’s archaeological 
potential (JMHS 2011a). The second stage was an archaeological watching brief 
during the groundworks. Prior to the commencement of works a Written Scheme of 
Investigation was produced (JMHS 2011b) which outlined the method by which the 
archaeological work would be carried out in order to preserve by record any 
archaeological remains of significance in line with the Oxford City Archaeologist 
Brief, which stated that  
 
Watching briefs should be undertaken in accordance with a "written scheme of 
investigation" which has been agreed in writing by the City Council Archaeologist 
prior to commencing fieldwork. The "written scheme of investigation" should 
comprise the brief combined with the archaeological contractor's project design. The 
project will be completed only when all fieldwork and post-excavation work has been 
undertaken, and the archive has been deposited and any required publication secured.  
 
1.3 Archaeological Background 
 
The extension is located approximately 10m from the site of a late 1st to 2nd Century 
AD Roman kiln. The kiln was identified during building works in the 1950’s (County 
HER No 8017), when one of the builders’ trenches had cut through the pottery kiln, 
with the stoke hole showing in the sides of the trench. Most of the pottery recovered  
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Figure 1. Site location
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consisted of necks and screw neck flagons, of a late 1st to early 2nd Century AD date. 
There were also fragments of mortaria, some with meaningless stamps on the rims. 
The kiln is one of number of pottery manufacturing sites in south-east Oxford 
orientated on the Alchester-Dorchester Roman road, which form part of nationally 
important Roman pottery industry. The industry in the Oxford region appears to have 
begun as a cottage industry in the 1st Century AD before rapidly expanding into a 
major national industry by the later 3rd and 4th centuries (Young, 1972, 106; Booth, 
2007).  
 
Iron Age, Saxon and medieval activity is known in the wider area surrounding the 
site. Cartographic evidence suggests that the area was utilised as agricultural land up 
until the mid nineteenth century (JMHS 2008). 
 
 
2 AIMS OF THE INVESTIGATION 
 
2.1  To record any archaeological remains that will be impacted on by the 

development. 
 
2.2 In particular;   

• to record the potential for prehistoric and Roman remains.  
• to attempt to date the ditch recorded in the evaluation 

 
 
3 STRATEGY 
 
3.1 Research Design 
 
The recording was carried out in accordance with the standards specified by the 
Institute for Archaeologists (1994), the Oxford City Council (OCC) letter to Angela 
Fettiplace and John Moore Heritage Services Written Scheme of Investigation (JMHS 
2011). 
 
3.2 Methodology 
 
An archaeologist was present on site during all ground reduction connected to the new 
extension (Plate 1). All ground reduction was achieved using a combination of 360º 
tracked excavator fitted with a ditching bucket where practicable.   
 
A journal, recorded on specially designed record sheets, was maintained which 
detailed times and durations of site visits as well as notes on areas monitored by the 
archaeologist. Deposits (overburden) were recorded on context recording sheets. A 
general photographic record of the work was kept and will form of the part site 
archive to be submitted to the Oxfordshire County Museum Service.  
 
4 RESULTS  
 
4.1  Field Results 
 
Individual context numbers were assigned on site to deposits encountered during the 
ground reduction. Context numbers in ( ) indicate deposits of material. 
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General overburden 
The lowest geological horizon attained was Sandstone of the Beckley Sand Member 
(British Geological Survey, Sheet 237) (106). The depth at which this horizon was 
encountered varied slightly across the site, but was generally around c. 0.60m from 
the current ground surface.  
 
Overlying the natural was a layer of c. 0.30m thick mid orange brown silty sand 
subsoil (105). Overlying (105) was 0.10m thick dark orange grey sandy silt (113). 
This was overlain by firm dark blackish grey clay silt with brick and metal finds 
throughout (104). The final layer was 0.20-0.40m gravely silt of modern origin (103).  
 
Ditches 
Sealed beneath layer (113) but cutting layer (105) was the main north-west south-east 
aligned ditch, originally discovered in the evaluation trench: 112 (Fig. 2; Fig. 3 
Sections 2, 3 & 6, Plate 2). This ditch was crossed four times by wall footing trenches 
and was c. 1.20m wide and 0.80m deep with sharp concave sides and a rounded base. 
It was filled by soft dark brownish grey sandy silt with nine sherds of native grog 
ware and two later pre-Flavian sherds alongside burnt foreign stones assumed to be 
waste from a kiln or even part of its superstructure. The ditch was continuing beyond 
the limits of the excavation in both directions.  
 
Ditch 110 was sealed by layer (104) and cut through (113) (Fig. 2; Fig. 3 Section 5). It 
was c. 0.60m in depth and 0.60m wide with steep concave sides and flattish base. It 
was filled by 0.45m thick soft mottled yellow and grey sand (109) with two sherds of 
late 1st to 2nd Century AD pottery.  
 
Pits 
Pit 108 was sealed by (113) and cut through layer (105). It was c. 0.80m wide and 
0.50m thick with curving concave sides and an almost flattish base (Fig. 3 Section 4). 
It was filled by dark brownish grey silty sand with one pre Roman/native sherd and 
eight sherds of late 1st to 2nd Century AD pottery sherds (107).  
 
4.2  Reliability of Results 
 
The watching brief was carried out in wintry conditions with excellent co-operation 
from the contractor carrying out the groundworks. The site was heavily truncated in 
places by previous drainage works laid down for Thames House.  
 
 
5 FINDS 
 
5.1 The Pottery by Jane Timby 
 
5.1.1 Introduction 
 
The archaeological watching brief resulted in the recovery of a small collection of 15 
sherds of early Roman pottery weighing 340 g. The pottery came from just three 
contexts. The pieces were quite well preserved with an average shed weight of 13.6 g 
and quite fresh edges. For the purposes of the assessment the sherds were scanned and 
quantified by count and weight. The resulting data with a likely spot date can be 
found in Table 1.  
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5.1.2 Description 
 
The sherds comprise a mixture of pre-Roman handmade and wheel-turned vessels and 
finer Roman wheel-made wares. The native wares include nine sherds of grog-
tempered ware including a necked jar with a band of ridging on the upper body; two 
sherds of handmade sandy wares and two sherds of handmade shelly ware. These 
sherds were associated with contexts (107) the fill of pit 108 and (111) the fill of ditch 
112. 
 
The Roman wares include two body sherds from a thin-walled oxidised butt beaker 
from the Abingdon area; nine sherds of fine grey Oxfordshire ware and one sherd 
from an Oxfordshire white-ware flagon from contexts (107), (109) fill of ditch 110 
and (111). 
 
The butt beaker sherds, both from context (111) fill of ditch 112 are likely to date to 
the pre-Flavian period and represent local copies of a 1st-century imported form 
possibly by immigrant potters settling in the area in the early Roman period. The 
Oxfordshire grey wares date to the early phases of the local Oxfordshire industry, 
which was established in the later 1st century. 
 
The native wares although reflective of later Iron Age traditions would have 
continued to be used and made in the early Roman period. 
 
Table 1: Summary of quantification of site archive 
Context Native Roman Tot No Tot Wt Date  

 Grog Sand Shell     
107 0 1 2 8 11 161 later C1-C2 
109 0 0 0 2 2 4 later C1-C2 
111 9 1 0 2 12 175 pre-Flavian 

TOTAL 9 2 2 12 25 340  
 
 
5.1.3 Summary and potential 

 
This is a small collection of pottery which is compatible with the small assemblage 
recovered previously from the site and more conclusively demonstrates an early 
Roman presence in the area. 

 
5.2 Other finds 
 
A small circular stone object (Plate 3) was recovered from an unstratifed context. This 
object is considered to be one of two possible things associated with pottery 
production. The first possibility is that the object was used as a stamp or press to 
finish off the base of the pots. The object was sent to Jane Timby (pottery specialist) 
for her advice, and she believes that as the pots were wheel turned this theory is 
unlikely although possible. The other theory is that it may have been used as a stopper 
or spacer in the pottery kiln used to separate the vessels. However, spacers are usually 
ceramic as many are required in the kiln, it would be unlikely to make them of stone.  
 
5.3 Environmental Remains 
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No features were considered to warrant environmental sampling. 
 
6 DISCUSSION 
 
The results of the archaeological evaluation were further investigated during this 
watching brief. The layers noted above and below the ditch were consistent with what 
was recorded from the evaluation. The ditch 112 originally discovered in the 
evaluation trench could now be dated to the late Iron Age/early Roman period by the 
pottery sherds within its fill. The ditch was straight and continued beyond the limits of 
the excavation. It is likely to have been a field ditch possibly related to an earlier field 
system, which may not necessarily have been connected with the known kiln site. 
Other kiln sites are known to be associated with ditches, as seen at Between Town 
Road, Cowley, Oxford (Green 1983) and Churchill Hospital Kiln site (Young 1973), 
where the ditches were considered to be part of an earlier field system, rather than kiln 
enclosure ditches.  
 
The pit containing pottery sherds of a late 1st to early 2nd century AD date is 
postulated as being associated with the known kiln discovered during the 1950’s 
beneath the existing hospital building (Case & Kirk 1954). This watching brief 
covered an area likely to have been on the periphery of a Roman pottery 
manufacturing site and the pit may have been used in the preparation processes. The 
second ditch 110, seen close to the pit although containing late 1st to 2nd Century AD 
pottery sherds was stratigraphically later as it cut through (113), a layer which sealed 
the pit.  
  
The watching brief has revealed further information on the chronological and spatial 
organization of the kiln site with good comparison to other published kiln sites in the 
area. The distribution of features and pottery suggests more activity on the eastern 
side of the site, indicating the main zone of activity was extending beneath the present 
hospital buildings.  
 
 
7  ARCHIVE 
 
Archive Contents 
The archive consists of the following: 
 
Paper Record 
The project brief    The project report 
Written Scheme of Investigation  The primary site records 
The drawn records 
 
The Finds 
The Roman pottery 
Stone object 
 
The archive is currently maintained by John Moore Heritage Services and will be 
deposited with Oxfordshire Museum Service under accession number 2011.134. 
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Plate 1: General Shot after surfacing works before excavation of footing trenches - W 

 
 
Plate 2: Ditch 112 - W 
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Plate 3: Circular stone object thought to be used in pottery manufacture 
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HER Summary Sheet 
Site Name: Thames house, Littlemore Mental Health Centre, Sandford Rd, 
Littlemore, LESR 11 
Site Address: 
Thames house, Littlemore Mental Health Centre, Sandford Rd, Littlemore, 
Oxfordshire 
Summary: A Roman kiln site at Littlemore Health Centre, Sandford Rd, Littlemore, 
Oxford 
 
District/Unitary: Oxford City Parish:  
Period(s): 
Roman 
 
 
NGR (centre of site: 8 figures): SP 5330 0234 
 
Type of archaeological work 
Watching Brief 
Date of Recording: 19th October 2011 to 17th November 2011 
Unit undertaking recording:  
Geology:  
Title and author of accompanying report: 
 
Prepared by Paul Riccoboni BA (Hons) Arch AIFA 
Summary of fieldwork results (begin with earliest period first, add NGRs where 
appropriate) 
A watching brief was conducted by John Moore Heritage Services following an 
archaeological evaluation of the site (JMHS 2011) during groundworks for a new 
extension at Thames House, Littlemore Mental Health Centre, Sandford, Littlemore, 
Oxfordshire (NGR SP 5330 0234) (Planning application 11/01430/FUL). A total of 
seven site visits were made intermittently over the period from 19th October 2011 to 
17th November 2011. The monitored ground works involved initial concrete and 
surfacing works followed by excavation of wall footing trenches and service trenches. 
The ditch first discovered in the evaluation was re- investigated and pottery was 
recovered dating from the late Iron Age to early Roman period. A  pit of 1st Century to 
2nd Century AD Romano-British date and a later ditch were also discovered.  
 
Location of archive/finds: 

Contact at Unit: 
Paul Riccoboni 

info@jmheritageservices.co.uk    

Date: 26th November 2011 
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