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1 Summary
An archaeological watching brief was carried out during groundworks for the 
construction of a new teaching block and gym extension at Colchester Royal Grammar 
School.  The school is located within an extensive Roman cemetery area and is at the 
junction of several Roman roads.  Much of the site had suffered from modern 
disturbance, but four archaeological features were identified.  Two areas of gravel 
surface can be identified as the Roman Gosbecks Road (F5) and the Roman London 
Road (F1).  A pit and posthole were possibly also Roman.  Residual finds within areas 
of modern disturbance included a Roman cremation urn and piece of Jacobean worked
stone.

2 Introduction (Fig 1)
This report presents the results of an archaeological watching brief at Colchester Royal 
Grammar School, 6 Lexden Road, Colchester, Essex which was carried out between 
August-November 2015.  The work was commissioned by David MacDougall (Inkpen 
Downey) of behalf of T J Evers Ltd, in advance of the erection of a new teaching block 
and gym extension, and was undertaken by Colchester Archaeological Trust (CAT). 

In response to consultation with Colchester Borough Council Planning Services 
(CBCPS), the Colchester Borough Council Archaeological Advisor Jess Tipper advised 
that in order to establish the archaeological implications of this application, the applicant
should be required to commission a scheme of archaeological investigation in 
accordance with paragraphs 128, 129 and 132 of the National Planning Policy 
Framework (DCLG 2012).

All archaeological work was carried out in accordance with a Brief for Continuous 
Archaeological Recording, detailing the required archaeological work, written by Jess 
Tipper (CBCPS 2015), and a written scheme of investigation (WSI) prepared by CAT in 
response to the brief and agreed with CBCPS (CAT 2015).

In addition to the brief and WSI, all fieldwork and reporting was done in accordance 
with English Heritage’s Management of Research Projects in the Historic Environment 
(MoRPHE) (English Heritage 2006), and with Standards for field archaeology in the 
East of England (EAA 14 and 24). This report mirrors standards and practices 
contained in the Institute for Archaeologists’ Standard and guidance for archaeological 
watching brief (CIfA 2014a) and Standard and guidance for the collection, 
documentation, conservation and research of archaeological materials (CIfA 2014b). 

3 Archaeological background
The following archaeological background draws on the major published sources for 
Colchester archaeology (listed below), and also on the Urban Archaeological Database 
(UAD) created by Colchester Borough Council, and the Essex Historic Environment 
Record (EHER). 

The site is located within an extensive Roman cemetery area. Large parts of this area 
have been excavated since the mid 19th century. The grounds of the school were 
trenched in the 1930s-1950s by Mr A F Hall, an enthusiastic teacher at the school who 
discovered the course of the main Roman road to London, and other roads of lesser 
importance, and also confirmed that the area was an important focus of Roman 
funerary activity.

In the vicinity of the school, a number of Roman cremations, inhumations and 
tombstones have been discovered (Hull 1958). This includes the rectangular walled 
cemetery with its indications of high-status cremations and inhumations which lay 
immediately north of and adjacent to the Roman road (Hall 1946). A full discussion of all
cemetery areas can be found in CAR 9. In 2005, CAT excavated the remains of a 
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Roman temple-tomb ahead of the building of an extension for a science laboratory 
(CAT Report 345). CAT also conducted evaluation work and recording in 2010/11 during
the construction of an extension to the sixth form block and a new building on the site of
the former ‘boarders hut’ (CAT Reports 538 & 590). In August 2012, prior to the 
construction of a new performing arts block two trenches were evaluated which 
revealed a north-west south-east orientated Roman road at a depth of between 1.3m 
and 1.6m below modern ground level (CAT Report 662).

4 Results (Figs 2-4)

Service Trenches
The service trenches measured 450mm wide and 450mm deep.  They were excavated 
through modern tarmac and hogging (L1, 200mm thick) onto made ground (L2, modern,
250mm thick) which sealed modern topsoil (L3).  Modern brick and concrete fragments 
were noted in L2 but not retained.  There was a lot of modern disturbance across the 
site from existing service trenches and no significant archaeological horizons were 
identified.

    
Photographs 1-2    Sections across the service trenches

Foundation Trenches - New Teaching Block
Foundation trenches and foundation pads were dug across the footprint of the new 
teaching block.  Both the foundations and pads were dug to a depth of approximately 
1m.  Most of the trenches and pads were dug through modern topsoil (L3, 400-600mm 
thick) sealing an accumulation horizon of dark brown silty-clay (L4, 400-600 thick, post-
Roman), which in turn sealed natural brown sand (L5).

The whole area had been largely disturbed by modern activity associated with the 
previous building and its infrastructure.  Unless stated below, no significant 
archaeological horizons were identified.

Water tank and brick cisterns - A brick water tank and two brick cisterns were found 
during excavations of the foundation trenches.  The water tank measured approximately
6.7m long, 3m wide and 3.7m deep to a solid base.  It was made of frogged bricks so 
probably dated to the late 19th century or later.
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Photograph 3    Water tank

Disturbed Roman cremation urn - The remains of a disturbed Roman cremation urn 
were recovered from modern backfill in the far eastern foundation trench.  It is likely to 
have been disturbed during groundworks in the recent past.  The greyware jar probably 
dated from the mid 1st-early 2nd century and analysis of the bone revealed a minimum 
of two adults, one positively identified as female.

Photograph 4    Roman cremation urn

Roman road surface (F1) - The remains of a Roman road were identified along the 
foundation trenches and pads in the northern-most quarter of the new building.  It was 
sealed by 400-600mm of topsoil (L3) and was itself 450-650mm thick.  The road 
surface was made of hard compacted gravel.  The uppermost road was made up of 60-
80% stone set into a pale brown silty-sand.  It had a very hard, almost concrete, 
appearance.  The lower road was made up of 30-40% stone set into a mid brown silty-
sand.  The lower road sealed natural brown sand (L5).
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Photograph 5    Section through road surface F1

Photograph 6    Section through road surface F1

Pit (F2) and post-hole (F3) - A small Roman pit and post-hole were identified in a 
foundation pad to the south of the Roman road.  

Photograph 7    Pit F2 and posthole F3

4



CAT Report 909: Archaeological Monitoring and Recording at Colchester Royal Grammar School, Colchester, Essex
– August-November 2015

Foundation Trenches - Gym Extension
Foundation trenches and foundation pads were dug across the footprint for the new 
gym extension.  Both the foundations and pads were dug to a depth of approximately 
1m.  The whole area had been largely disturbed by modern activity, mainly service 
trenches.  Most of the trenches and pads were dug through modern tarmac and 
hogging (L1, 400mm thick) sealing modern made ground and topsoil (L2-L3, 600mm 
thick).  Unless stated below, no significant archaeological horizons were identified.

Photograph 8    Foundation trenches for gym extension

Roman road surface (F5) - The remains of a Roman road were identified in small 
sections across the foundation trenches and pads on the eastern side of the extension.
Where the road surface had survived it was sealed beneath 200mm of L2-L3.  The road
was a hard compacted gravel surface.  The uppermost road was made up of 60-80% 
stone set into an orangey-brown silty-sand.  The lower road was made up of 30-40% 
stone set into a mid brown silty-sand.  

Photograph 9    Section through road surface F5

5      Finds

5.1 The finds 
by Stephen Benfield

Finds, consisting primarily of Roman pottery, Roman ceramic building material (CBM) 
and animal bone, were recovered.  The finds come from the fill of one feature (F3), from
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