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Sports Hub Plots 2-3, Colchester, Essex –  July 2018-June 2019

1 Summary
Between July 2018 and June 2019, Stage II archaeological investigations were carried out at 
Colchester Northern Gateway Sports Hub Plots 2-3, Colchester, Essex, in advance of 
development works. The investigations consisted of an evaluation (120 trial-trenches), 
excavation and monitoring.  Stage I evaluation in 2017 had previously identified 24 charcoal-rich
pits thought to relate to charcoal production, a small number of undated pits and tree-throws, 
post-medieval gunflints from the ploughsoil, and modern field boundary ditches.   

Stage II archaeological investigations revealed a further 132 charcoal-rich pits, seventeen of 
which were dated through either associated finds or radiocarbon dating, with dates ranging from
the Middle Iron Age through to the post-medieval period.  Three Late Iron Age hearths/cooking 
pits were also excavated along with 45 pits, nine pits/postholes, five postholes, five pit/tree-
throws, five tree-throws and two pit/natural features.  Only one pit and one posthole could be 
dated, both were modern.  Modern field boundary ditches were planned but not excavated, and 
another nine post-medieval gunflints were recovered from the ploughsoil.

A detailed search of archaeological investigations close to the development site since 2001 has 
revealed a further 137 charcoal-rich pits from 14 different projects, taking the total to 269.  
Although only 38 of the 269 charcoal-rich pits could be dated these features appear to fall into 
three phases:

 Phase 1: Early Iron Age to early Roman period (to 1st century AD);
 Phase 2: late Anglo-Saxon to medieval period (10th to 14th centuries);
 Phase 3: post-medieval period (16th century onwards).

The charcoal-rich pits from Phases 1 and 2 most likely represent evidence for charcoal 
production in northern Colchester.  The Phase 3 features could be associated with the scatter of
gunflints and are possibly the remains of military campfires.

2 Introduction (Fig 1)
This is the report for a Stage II archaeological excavation, evaluation and monitoring at 
Colchester Northern Gateway Sports Hub Plots 2-3, Colchester, Essex which was carried out 
from 17th July 2018 to the 3rd June 2019.  The archaeological investigations were 
commissioned by Colchester Borough Council in advance of the development of Colchester 
Northern Gateway Sports Hub Plots 2-3 and following a Stage I evaluation which had revealed 
significant archaeological remains.  All work was carried out by Colchester Archaeological Trust 
(CAT).

The A12 runs along the southern edge of the development site with farmland to the north.  Plot 
2 covers an area of 8.4ha centred on NGR TL 9969 2965 and Plot 3 22.7ha centred on NGR 
TL 9982 2937. Both plots had previously been under cultivation with Plot 2 located to the north 
of Salary Brook and Plot 3 to the south.  Recent developments to the south and east of the 
development site include the Northern Approach Road, Colchester Community Stadium and 
Cuckoo Farm Park and Ride.

As the site lies within an area highlighted by the CHER as having a high potential for 
archaeological deposits, an archaeological condition was recommended by Jess Tipper, 
Colchester Borough Council Archaeological Advisor (CBCAA).  This recommendation was for an
archaeological excavation, additional evaluation and monitoring and was based on the guidance
given in the National Planning Policy Framework (MHCLG 2018).

All archaeological work was carried out in accordance with the Brief for Archaeological 
Excavation (strip, map and record), written by Jess Tipper CBCAA (2018) and detailing the 
required archaeological work.  A written scheme of investigation (WSI) was prepared by CAT in 
response to the brief and agreed with CBCAA (CAT 2018a).  

The Stage II archaeological excavation of Excavation Area 1 (see results section) was carried 
out first between 17th July and 9th September 2018.  The original scheme was to strip, map and
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record the entire area, but this was revised after discussions between the CBCAA, the client and
CAT after the stripping of Area 1 revealed only a low density of scattered, similar pits.  The WSI 
was updated in response to these changes (CAT 2018b),and was agreed with CBCAA, to 
include an additional 5% evaluation, the excavation of smaller and more localised areas around 
significant pits uncovered during the evaluation, and a phase of monitoring and recording.  The 
stage II evaluation and excavation of the other areas took place concurrently between 17th 
September and 15th November 2018.  Monitoring was carried out from 10th May to 3rd June 
2019.  

In addition to the brief and two WSIs, 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 field evaluation (CIfA 2014a), 
Standard and guidance for archaeological excavation (CIfA 2014b) and Standard and guidance 
for an archaeological watching brief (CIfA 2014c), as well as the CIfA Code of Conduct (CIfA 
2014d) and Standard and guidance for the collection, documentation, conservation and 
research of archaeological materials (CIfA 2014e). 

3 Archaeological and historical background
The following archaeological background draws on reports prepared for previous archaeological 
investigations on the development site (CAT Report 1219; Finch 2007) and the Colchester 
Archaeological Trust report archive.  The proposed development site is also located in an area of
archaeological interest, as recorded in the Colchester Historic Environment Record, which can 
be accessed via Colchester Heritage Explorer (www.colchesterheritage.co.uk). 

The British Geological Survey 1:50,000 scale geological mapping indicates that the superficial 
geology of the site comprises deposits of cover sands (previously mapped as Kesgrave and 
Lowestoft Formations). The underlying bedrock geology of London Clay outcrops at the surface 
at some locations, for example along the route of the Salary Brook where a shallow valley has 
incised through the superficial deposits. The cover sand deposits are described as “sand and 
silt, commonly wind-blown (aeolian)”, of the Quaternary Period. 

A desk-based assessment (DBA) for the scheme, carried out by Archaeology South East in 
2015, concluded that there was a generally low potential for archaeological remains to be 
present. It identified little evidence of prehistoric activity with a slightly increased potential for 
evidence relating to the Romano-British period. There also appeared to be little evidence of 
medieval activity, with post-medieval remains represented by the existing field systems. Many of
the linear cropmarks evident in the area were likely to be related to these post-medieval field 
systems, representing evidence for agricultural land-use during this period.  The DBA did, 
however, identify numerous ‘fire pits’ of Iron Age, Romano-British and later date that had been 
identified by previous archaeological investigations in the area. 

Following the DBA, a geophysical survey (fluxgate gradiometry) was carried out by Stratascan 
(2016) of Plots 2, 3, 4 and 11 in order to further investigate the potential for below-ground 
archaeological remains in these areas. The results of the survey for Plots 2 and 3 showed little 
evidence for archaeological activity aside from a number of known historic field boundaries 
(which were later confirmed by the 2017 evaluation (CAT Report 1219)).

In late 2017 a large-scale archaeological evaluation was carried out by Colchester 
Archaeological Trust (CAT) over Plots 2 and 3, consisting of 120 trenches at 50m long by 2m 
wide (CAT Report 1219) (see Fig 2).  The most significant archaeological remains were 24 
charcoal-rich pits relating to charcoal production.  These were sub-round or sub-oval charcoal-
rich features with occasional evidence of in situ burning.  Dating evidence was mostly lacking 
but two of the pits contained finds dated to the Roman and post-Roman periods.  Radiocarbon 
dates obtained from charcoal samples in a further two pits dated to the Middle Iron Age and late 
Anglo-Saxon/early Medieval period.  Together with another 77 charcoal-rich pits known from 
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previous archaeological investigations, they indicate that charcoal production was occurring in 
this part of northern Colchester from the Early Iron Age through to the medieval period.

The evaluation also revealed residual prehistoric worked flints, a small number of undated pits 
and tree-throws, and post-medieval gunflints from the ploughsoil.  Modern field boundary 
ditches traced on old OS maps dating from the late 19th century to the late 1990s were also 
present, along with associated agricultural features such as land drains and plough scars.

4      Aims
To excavate and record all archaeological features to be destroyed by the development, paying 
particular attention to the presence of further examples of charcoal-rich pits to determine their 
form, function and date.

5      Methodology
All archaeological works were carried out in accordance with the Written Scheme of 
Investigation (WSI) (CAT 2018a-b) and instructions from AECOM Infrastructure and 
Environment UK Limited. 

For a full detailed methodology see the WSI (CAT 2018a-b).

6      Results (Figs 2-18; Photographs 1-28)
All groundworks were carried out by a mechanical excavator under the supervision and to the 
satisfaction of a CAT archaeologist.  All features were excavated by CAT archaeologists.

Approximately 0.28-0.48m of modern ploughsoil (L1) was machined away onto natural 
sandy-clay (L2).  All archaeological features were cut into L2 and sealed by L1.  Modern land 
drains and plough scars cut natural (L2) across the development site, and had in some cases 
significantly truncated the archaeological features with only shallow remains surviving. 

Context numbers for the Stage II investigations carried on sequentially from the Stage I 
evaluation.  See Appendix 1 for a full list of all contexts from Stage I and Stage II.

This section has been sub-divided into evaluation, excavation and monitoring to aid 
dissemination of the results.  However, the Area 1 excavation was carried out first, then the 
evaluation and excavation of all other areas ran concurrently, followed by the monitoring (see 
Section 2 for further details).

6.1 Evaluation (Figs 3-7, 16-18; Photographs 1-7)
In addition to the 120 trial-trenches excavated as part of the Stage I evaluation (CAT Report 
1219), a further 139 trenches (T121-T259) were excavated in Stage II.  The trenches were all 
30m long by 1.8m wide.

There were no archaeological remains in 102 of the trenches (T122, T123, T126, T127 (natural 
linear F204), T131, T135, T136, T138-T146, T148, T150-T155, T157, T158, T160, T162, T164, 
T166-T174, T176-T179, T182, T184, T186-T189, T191-T201, T204-T207, T209, T211-T221, 
T223, T226, T228, T230-T235, T237-T239, T243-T247, T249-T259).  

Modern field boundary ditches were the only remains present in nine trenches: ditch F100 in 
T241 and T242 (number reused from the Stage I evaluation); ditches F106 and F112 in T248 
(numbers reused from the Stage I evaluation); ditch F165 in T190, T222 and F229; ditch F273 
in T202 and T203; and ditch F285 in T224.  Most of the ditches were planned but not excavated.

Significant archaeological remains were found in 26 trenches.  
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