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An Archaeological Evaluation in the Master’s Garden, Clare College,
Cambridge
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An archaeological evaluation was carried out by the Cambridge Archaeological
Unit on behalf of Clare College, University of Cambridge following a brief
provided by the County Archaeological Officer. This was undertaken in advance
of the proposed construction of a garden building. The site is situated in the
Master’s and Fellow’s Garden of Clare College, centred on TL 44448 58469, and
the evaluation comprised of 10.5 sq. metres of trial trenching.

The site has little immediate context. While there has been the excavation of a
Saxon cemetery at King’s College Garden Hostel (Dodwell 2001; Dodwell &
Lucy forthcoming) and Roman fieldsystems at the University Library/Burrell’s
Walk developments (Gibson 1996; Gdaniec 1992), there has been no work within
'The Backs’ watermeadows (though see Evans 1991; see Alexander 1997
concerning the Medieval waterfront dug at Trinity Hall Library). As a result, we
have no idea at which point these low terraces became liable to regular
flooding/alluviation. This is particularly relevant to arguments concerning the
documented location of early mill sites. It is currently thought that prior to the
Norman Conquest, the course of the Cam may have lain along the western side of
the floodplain.

Excavation Results

Two evaluation trenches based on the location of the proposed development were
machined with a 1.5 tonne mini-excavator: Trench 1 was 4m in length and Trench
2 was 3m in length, both were 1m wide. The excavation revealed a stratigraphic
sequence consisting of an upper layer of garden soil with an average depth of
0.36m. This gave way to a clay-silt subsoil and an adjacent ash-rich deposit.
Together, these two contexts ([02] & [03]) made up a layer reaching a maximum
thickness of 0.32m, which in turn overlay the only evidence of human disturbance
seen on the site. Contexts [06] and [08] were partially exposed at either end of
Trench 1 and were cut into the underlying alluvium to a depth of 0.57m and 0.38m
respectively. The fills of both of these 'scoop-like' cuts mainly consisted of
brick/tile and other 19"™-20" century building material. Alluvial deposits were
reached at a depth of 0.60m; excavation was continued in an attempt to gain an
insight into the depth of the alluvium, but was halted when the water table was
reached at a depth of 1.5m. Results of an auger survey, commissioned by the
College, revealed that alluvial deposits continue to a depth of 4m below the
ground surface.

The stratigaphic sequence revealed during the excavation, detailed above and
shown in Figure 1, does not display any evidence of archaeological activity per se.
The 19™ and 20™ century building material seen in cuts [06] and [08] point to their
being episodes of the disposal of building debris, with the subsequent upper layers
deposited to raise the ground level as part of College-related landscaping.
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Figure 1: Location maps and south facing section of Trench 1.
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Discussion

Although the evidence points to this being an area of high archaeological potential,
no significant archaeological features of any kind were recorded. Yet, rather than
attesting to negative evidence of occupation as such, this tells of the site's
immediate location. The excavation, together with the results of the auger survey,
has shown that the alluvial deposits reach a depth of 4m below the ground surface.
This must indicate the line of a palacochannel running beneath western margin the
Master’s garden. If this were the case, then it would provide a reason for the
absence of archaeological evidence on site admidst the plethora of evidence in the
surrounding environs.
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