Oxford Archaeological Unit:
The First Twenty-Five Years
By DAVID MILES

INTRODUCTION

Tn the early

19705 thoughts about new professional regional units were very Illllch in the
~ air, and 'as the rescue siwalion rose to crisis pitch private plans were everywhere to be
heard ',1 Some people. naively perhaps, expected Ihat the Department of Environment
would establish a State Archaeological Service in England. In Oxford local archaeologists,
prompted by the new County Council, decided not to wait for central government. They set
lip the country's first independent cOUluy-based regional lin it inJul y 1973.
Oxfordshire had a long history ofresclie archaeology, WiLh pre-war Ashmolean stalwans
such as E.T Leeds scrabbling almost si ngle-handedl y in the gravel pits of Sulton Courtenay,
and E.M. Jope and R.S. Bruce-Mitford peering downwards and upwards in the City of
Oxford. The tremendous pressures of development in the 1960s and early 1970s had led
to (he creation of a series of Archaeological Excavation Committees to deal with the
destruction of archaeological sites in Thames Valley gravel pits, in hislOric [Owns, and
beneath the expanding mOlOrway network. By 1973 there were five excavation committees
in the coullty (for the Upper Thames, Oxrord, Abingdon , Banbury and ~ 1 40), each tackling
specific problems and drawing on the same pool of enthusiasts ror (heir trustees, but with
no strategic plan or cover for the region as a whole. The newly established County Council
was approached for funds by two of these archaeological organisations on the same day. Not
surprisingly the Council suggested that local archaeologists should co-ordinate their efforts
and priorities.
Discussions began in autumn 1972 and with remarkably liule disse nt it was agreed to
create a new organisation with sale responsibility for rescue policy and excavation in the
county of Oxfordshire. The Oxfordshire Excavation Committee wa~ constituted in 1973
and the Department of Environment agreed to provide a single county grant from April
1973.
At the same time several of the Upper Thames team, including the present aUlhOl~
moved into (he three small, soo n-to-be-demolished terraced houses al Luther Terrace
provided by Oxford City Council. This was just across (he road from the Oxford Excavation
Committee premises at Cambridge Terrace. Subsequently Luther Terrace was demolished
and the OAU moved to 46 Hythe Bridge Street - the former Fl ying Horses Public lIouse,
overlooking the canal and Worcester College. Excavation at the site of Luther Terrace,
before redevelopment. revealed evidence or occupation by archaeologists, a rare case of
archaeologists confirming their own existence.
Tom Hassall, head of the Oxford Excavation Committee. was appoin ted as Director of
the Oxfordshire Archaeological Unit, which rormall y began operations on I October 1973.
The first County Archaeological Committee was chaired by Professo r Barry Cunliffe. In

I B.'\'. Cunliffe. T. Rowley and T. HassaJl. 'The OxfOJ·dshire Archaeological Unll ', Ani/qUIt). xlvii ( 1974).
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addition to its Director. Ihe Unit's staff induded a Senior Field Officer (David Miles)
responsible for Upper Thames gra\"e1 siles and suney, Field OfTicers for Oxford and
Abingdon (Brian Durham and Mike Parrillglon). Kin,t}' Rodwell to co-ordinate a study of
historic towns, and two Field Officers rOt other rural ~iles and roads, John Hinchliffe and
Richard Chambers. \"ilh the optimism of youth the new organisation stated that 'the
indi,"idual Field GOicers will carry out an excavation and then write it up before going Olll
11110 the field again'. In future ye~lrs lhis llll ned out nOI to be quilc so easy as it sounded.
I n the late 19605 and earlv 1970s rescue archaeology was urten framic, a fil-e.brigacie
response to destruction, with liule in lhe wa) of strategic thinking or academic resear<.h
design. The new Unit in Oxford aimed to work within a more coherent research
framework, and not simply dig for the sake ofil. The ,H'oidance of the word 'rescue' inlhc
new Unit's Litle symbolised this way of thinking. ro this end the Unit undertook a series of
survc)'s, on the Upper Thames gravels (the Icpon was sold at £2),1 historic LOwns in
Oxfordshire,'I and the impact of plough damage. I II was possible LO produce these rapidlv
because Oxfordshire had the country's first Sites and Monuments Record. The Upper
Thames Gravels survey had a major long.term impact, helping to set the agenda for IOllgscale excavations around Abingdon. Dorchestel and Stanton Ilarcour!. Two I"Ullher suneys
\\o'ere initiated by the OAU and the I nspcclOral{" of Andent ~Ionuments, fOJ the Thames in
Glouccstershire/\Viltshire. and the Middle (,hames below Goring. h These extended the
exca\·ation programme upstream and downstream of Oxfords hire.
In retrospect, the suneys of historiC." LO\\IlS and plough-damage failed to generate
coherent responses in the field. Regular exca\ation continued in Oxford bUl. despite the
model survey by Rodwell & Co .. the smaller historic (Owns of Oxfordshire were negleCled
during the late 1970s (as they were nationwide). Similarly the plough-damage problem
encoulaged by national and European agrkullUral policies is still with us, unrt=solved 25
years later.

EARLY RESEARCII
rhe Unit's first Annual Report stated, 'Most of the Unir's work is instigated b; the neccssin
for rescue excavation; however, the structure of the Unit is such that currel1l projeos arc
becoming increasingl; research-and· problems oriclllated within the rescue situation ...
Priorities reflect genuine academic needs and not simph' an en1Otionai reflex to the
destruction of sires'.
In the 19705 OAU research focused on the Iron Age and Roman landscape. stimulated
principally by the results of aerial photography, and exploiting the scale of gr"a\el extraction
and 'Suburban expansion. At this time the OAl''s agenda was influenced bv the processutllist
ideas of Ne" Archaeologists such as Binford and Clarke, the environmental and
geographICal studies of Graham Clark ~lIld HalTY God" Ill, and the British tradition of
regional studies of Cyril Fox and the Fcnland Research Project.
Aerial survey showed thal the late prehistoric and Romano-British landscape was a Illllch
more complex and interesting place than the simple Litlle Woodbury models of the ""essex

!. D. Benson ,lIld D. Miles. '111' Upper l"'lllllp~ Iflllr.'i' (HI "·dull'%gical Sun.1e) of III, Ru'" Gnllll'l.l (1974) .
." K. Rodwell (cd.), flbtone JiJum.~ 1/1 (}xjimlllurt: , I SlIn'I') oj IIII' XI'Ui Count) {I 975).
I G. Lambric.k. ArduuoloK)" and ,·lg-nrllitltrt: ,I \Unlt') oj .",()(lml CIt/tlllalum Methodl mul tilt Pmblnll,1 oj
-1nrumg Plough Damage I() .1)"chap()/oKlcal SIl". ()AL SUf\"C) 1(1977)"
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down land had suggested. At the same time. Hal-ding's recently published stll-vey of the l"on
Age Upper Thames VaUeyi illustrated the shortcomings of earlier piecemeal methods. The
OAU's approach in the 1970s was to target a variety of regional site types, to explore their
economic basis, and their relationships wi,th each other and with their changing
environment. This is exemplified by the excavation of sites such as Ashville and Barton
Court Farm, near Abingdon,."! the Farmoor Reservoir,H and later Gravelly Guy and its
neighbours around Stanton Harcourt. At all of these. particular auemion was paid to the
recovery of environmemal data. The Unit was fortunate to recruit a taleIlled team of
environmental scientists: Martin Jones (now Pilt Rivers Professor of Environmental
Archaeology at Cambridge University), Dr. Mark Robinson (nov,,· Director of the
Environmental Unit at Oxford's University Museum), and Bob \\'ilson, a loologist from
New Zealand. The particular strengul of the Unit's approach was LO illlegratt:: the
environmental scientists imo the archaeological tcams, to influence the research agendas
and sampling policies and to educate the field archaeologists. At Mingies Ditch, for
example, Mark Robinson directed the excavation of this well preserved, waterlogged IronAge site because the biological data were seen as paramounL;IH and Bob Wilson ensured that
the animal bone deposits were recorded and analysed in unprecedented detail. The
investigations at Farmoor Reservoir, George Lambrick's first rural project for the Unit, had
a lready demonstrated the potential of wet sites on the valley floor. Fannoor is now a classic
site in British prehistory for its clear demonstration of seasonal I ron Age pastoralism and
occupation on the Thames floodplain. The Unit carried out pioneering sampling exercises
at Ashville, on the second gravel terrace, retrieving carbonised cereals and weeds from I ron
Age pits to reveal the development of cereal cultivation and arable farming. The Abingdon
sites also demonstrated the existence of variations in Iron Age society. I n contrast with the
traditional community at Ashville, nearby Bal-ton Court Farm proved to he a go-ahead
farmstead, promoting new farming techniques. using coinage, wheel-thrown pottery, and
new plalll varieties and forms of land management. The enclosure around the farmstead
may also have symbolised the adoption of individual land ownership, and the withdrawal
from traditional community arrangements. Not surprisingly, it was Barlon Coun Farm
rather than Ashville that embraced Roman culture and developed as a villa-type estate.
RESEARCH IN TOWNS

The mid to late 1970s was a disappointing period for research into the small towns of
Oxfordshire. After the first flush of il1lerest in 1972-4 archaeologists did relatively little in
Abingdon, and even less in Bicester, Wantage. Wallingford and Banbury. The exception was
Oxford. As a result of the longer tradition of excavation and more clearly- defined research
objectives, the Inspectorate of Ancient Monuments continued to fund excavations (albeit
relatively small) in advance of development. The long series of observations on SL Aldate's
was particularly successful, gradually revealing the post-glacial changes of the Thames, the

D. W. Ilarding, Tltt Iron Age til lhe Vppt1 Thnmtj Basin (1972).
M. Parringlon, The ExravatlOrl oj all Iron Age StUlnnnzt, BI"01lu Age Hlng Ditch,s and Homll1l F"alum at
/bhu,Jif 7huilflg Estale, Abmgdon, Oxfordshlre, 1974-76, CSA Research Rep. 28 (1978); D. Miles. Ardulfology at
Bart011 Court Fann, Abl1lgdon, O:1on:bhlTt, OAU Rep. 3 and CBA Research Rep. 50 (1986).
9 G. Lambrick and M. Robinson, hon Ag, and ROl1U.m N.wersuif Sflllnnmts at Fanlloor, 01ord~/llre, OAL
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In ·r:C. Allen and M.A. Robinson, The PrfhlSlonc Lmuisco/Ji' aud Iron Age E,ulos,d Seulfmmt at MllllfI's
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emergence of the Oxenforde, pos~ibly from the BI'onze Age. the de\'elopment of the AngloSaxon and medieval waterfrolll and the conslrllClion of the Grandponl. Small-scale
excavations also established the line and character of the ,\nglo-Saxon defences. gateways
and streets, and religious houses such as the Blackfriars and Rcwley Abbey. Larger
excavations outside the city walls also uncovered the medieval occupation 3t The Hamel
and Oxford's earliest settlement (Middle l.-on Age) on the site of tl,e former Oxford City
Football Ground. 11 Air phoLOgraphv in the hot summers of 1975/6, together with
exc'avations in the University Sciel1(;e Area and the Ashmolean car park, also showed that
Oxford has its own prehistoric ritual focus - a major barrow cemetel-y running from the
University Parks LO the Sl. Giles areaY~ This pt.'riod also saw the development of importalll
studies of the Oxford medieval potier) sequence. I·\
RESPONSES TO PROBLEMS

Through .he 1970, the OAU had a core stan· of abolll 15 people; 80 percent of its funding
came from the state, through the Department of Environmenr/lnspectorate of Ancient
Monuments and local go\'ernrnenl. For those archaeologists working in the field this was a
period of considerable excitemem and fulfilment, as nc\\ ideas and opportunities v,'ere
explored on an unprecedemed scale. No\\ though. re-reading the Director's Annual
Reports of the 1970s. I am reminded that this was also a time of horrendous financial stress
and uncertainlY: '1975 ... a year of consolidation and retrenchment ... dramatic drop in
development owing to the national economic situation ... lnflation of salaries and costs
meant two field officers could not be replaced'. (1975 was also the rear that the word
'compuler' was used for the first time in an OAU project - in processing carbonised seeds.)
The one advantage of the mid 1970s recession was that work progressed rapidly on
exca\-ation reports, which masked the problems that \vould arise later.
The financial uncertainty also helped (() stimulate an entrepreneurial culture. The OAU
soon learnt that il could not rely unduly on the taxpayer. It was jusl as well to appreciate
this lesson before the 1979 general election. In practice the OAU first looked to broaden its
geographical area of activities b\' undertaking excavation [or Northamptonshire County
Council at Tbwcester (1976) and later fOl \Yarwickshire County Council at \Vasperlon. In
1979 a ten-year projeCl. the largest rural excavation in Britain at the time, was launched on
I ron Age and Romano-British complexes ncar Lechlade and Fairford in Glouceslcrshire. As
10m I Iassall wrote prophetically in 1976, redundancies were a\'oided by 'contracting out ....
a trend which may well de\'e1op in the future'.
I n the shaner term help was at hand from the newly created Manpower Services
Commission (MSC). In 1977 len archaeological workers and supenisors were emplored on
thc Job Creation Programme, rising to sixteen the following year. At the time this seemed a
godsend, as the Department of the En\'ironment's then current paper Rescw' ArrhaeololfY: the
Next Phme provided no easy solution to the financial problems caused by inflalion and
stagnant ODE funding. HQ\\ie\'er, although the MSC contribution kept the show on the road
and supported some major excavations. in retrospect it also generated other pr·oblems,

II N.J. Palmer. 'A Beaker Burial and Medin,ll ·1 enement~ in rhe I lame!. Oxford·. O:WlIIl'1lWI. xh
(1980). 124·225; A. Mudd, 'Excavations at Whitehouse Road', OXOnlI'1LIUJ. hili (1993).33-85.
I~ A. P"lrkimon, A. Barcia\" and I~ M(Ke,lgut", 'The i'.,ca\',lIIon of Two Bronze-Age B<lTrDwi>, Oxlord'.
O;«mlFrulll,lxi (1996), 41-64.
1:\ \1. Mellor. 'A Synthesis of Middle dnd Late S<lxon.Medle\'dJ and Early POSl-Medie\'all'ouen lI1lhe
Oxford Region', Oxonftruia. lix (1994). 17·217.
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including a backlog of post-excavation work that is still nOt completeh resolved. I also ha\'e
a subjective impression that ~ISC schernes reduced the number of \\omen working in field
archaeologv.
As part of the policv of diversification in 1978 the OAL formalised its links with (he
Oxford Lniversity Department of External Swdies. In particular the two organisations
cominued. with the lnspecLOrate of Ancient MOlluments. to promote the Archaeological InService Scheme - now the Diploma Master of Studies in Professional Archaeology. This
couI'se has been, and continues to be. a great success, acting as a stepping stone into the
profession for man)' young graduates and archaeological field workers.
The end of the 1970s saw changes in archaeology in England. The Department of
EnvinHlmem, still the principal backers of archaeological units, moved away from
supporting organisations and towards projen funding. For some organisations this was a
fatal blow. F'ortunalely the OAU had predicted, and even to some extent initiated, this
trend. Its problem-orientated research proposals. for example in Oxford and the Upper
Thames Valle). fiued neatly into the new orthodox),. This was recognised when. in 1982, the
OAU won the first Counu'y Life Award for the best project by a professional archaeological
organisation. Thejudges summed up 'pioneering work ... panicularly impressi\'e in the wa,
the Unit has pursued a finely co-ordinated programme within the framework of rescue
archaeology' .
RURAL ARCIIAEOLOG\': DEVELOPINC. REGIONAL RESL\RCII

The OAU began with a programme of suney. This was revi\ed, and continued. with British
Academv funded projects in the Upper Thames Valle), Thanks to the Mediterranean
summers of 1975 and 1976, when cricket pitches and college lawns were burnt to the colour
of parchment, aerial photographers increased (he number of known cropmark sites on the
Thames gravels by 30 percent. The new Thames Valley survey (later extended for Richard
lIingley's doctoral thesis)1I also covered the Corallian ridge and the limestone slopes of the
Cotswolds. going a little way to rectify the imbalance of regional research. with its emphasis
011 the Thames gravel terraces. George Lambrick continued with the Thames noodplain
survey.I" which highlighted the pOlential of an area that was to become an important focus
of intereM in the following decade.
It is 110W appreciated that human acti\'ity in the past has had a major impacl on the
Thames and its valley {loor. The clearance of forest on the grdvel terraces during (he
Neolithic and Bronle Age, followed by the clearance of the higher slopes. generated
increased run-off imo the Thames. causing watenables (C) rise and flooding to occur. The
expansion of arable farming and the development of autumn sowing also stimulated a
welter environment in the floodplain. The subsequent deposition of alluvium in the Iron
Age. Roman and medieval periods blanketed prehistoric land surfaces and once-dry
settlement sites. The appreciation that the best preserved evidence in the region
(waterlogged and protected from the plough) lies below the alluvium has stimulated a major
change of emphasis - from the dry gravel ten'aces to the floodplain - in the search for new
sites. Changes in the hydrological regime also emphasise the need to research the region as
a whole, ir the imerrelationships between human communities and the land are to be
undel'sLOod.

II R.C. Illngley. 'Iron Age and Roman<rBriush ~ie(~ In the UPI>er Thames Valle,': An Analysi'i of
Settlernelll Data in Term~ of Modes of Producuon' (Unlv. of SouthamplOll unpuh!. Ph.D. thesis, 1983).
I· G. Lambrick. 'Thames Flood Plain Survey', un (;roup 9,\'ro'sltlln', 11 (19tH), 102-1.

Ii

!) \ V I II

\1 I L t'. S

Up to 1981 the OAU had focu~ed its rural research principally on sites of the first
millennia BC,,\O. The Rollright project. a timely shih into earlier prehistory. was followed
by eXGlValions on the Dorchester and DI-d)'lOIl Cursuses.lli At Barrow Hills. Radley, the
O.\L carried OUl the most complete exca\'atioll ora Neolithi0Bronze Age barrow ccmctcr)
111 England. \\ ith the country's earlie~l known gold and copper alloy objects. More recemh.
I he major projects at Yarnton and bon Rowing Lak.e have shifted the el11phasl~ from
Illonum('nts to the areas around them. "here isolated burials, trackways. bridges, burnt
llloUll(b. field boundaries and pits iIlU~I1<lIe the remark.able extent of prehistoric doivit)
.t(J oss the landscape. '7 These projects have also enabled the ()AL LO build up (onsidcl <.11>1('
Ill-house expertise in the <lr<:h<.leology of earlier plchislOry. particularly in the fields of
«'r~lIl1i(. s "md liLhin, and in new data-n.'(ording Ll'chniques using computer technology.
MORt CIIANGES

\\'hik' archaeological work has thrived. there have been administrative traumas, nOlabh
when Oxfordshire Count\, Council withdrew its finallt"ial service in ~Iardl 1980. In
n:t ro~pe(( this proved to be hcnefici~11. The O .\l ; hcrame a Limited Liability Compan) and
had lO learn to administer itself and control its own (ash 00\\. This was in\,~lluable training
(OJ (he harshel world 01 (ommercial ~lrchae()l()g) that was to come in the late 1980s and
1990s. At the same tilne the Oxfordshirc ~ \r(hac()logical Lnit changed iL~ name 10 the
Oxl<>rd .\rchaeological Lnit. \\Then our larg:est projen was in Glollccslcrshire, 10G.tls
(lIldllding Prinn.' Charles) constantly asked ,,,h\ Ihe\ were heing irnadcd b\ Ihe
neighbouring: countv unit. The Ilame 'Oxford' ha.., nC\CJ stimulated such questions, and as
a hrand Ilame it certainly has advamages.
Modl:1 n county boundaries are not a paniculari\ logical basis for archacologioll
n:st'<.IITh .. \n opportunit), LO eXlend nur interesh downstream in the Thallles Valley callle
wit h Ihe invitation 10 excavate the site of Lht.' proposed Reading Business Park in 1987. This
wa" a watcrshed. For the first lime a developer. requirl'd by Berkshire County Coullf'iI'S
pioneering archaeological polide~ to invcsligalt' a ~iLc, <:ame to the OAU as a (on tractor. At
about this time the OAU was also <I~led by developers to lIndertak.e work in Swindon. at
GI<.Istonbun Abbey, and at the propo"ed cIOn Colle~e Rowing Lake. Of course, a!) we lnm\
now, the Berkshire policies were the «)!'crunners of the DoE,!) PPGt6 - Planmng Potu)'
{;/lid(wre Note 16 (ATchaeotogy amI Plannl11gJ - which required developers 10 evaluate
pott'ntial archaeological sites and mitig~,t(' the impacts of their de\'elopment if preserv<ltion
was nOI p()~sible. The resulting shork-\\oaws wert.' traumatic for English archaeology. l nits
losl their regional monopolies and inncasingly found themselves in a ('ollnnercial,
(ompeliti\'e ~lnd highly professional cllYironmcnt.
During this period the OAL's Din.'ctoJ. [om lIassall, had left (in 19M6) to becomc the
SCflt.'tan of the Royal Commission for Ilistolical \1onuments (England). His replacement
Wi.lS Dr. Ian BUITOw, pre\·jousl\, the Count\, ,\nhaeologi ... t fOI Somerset. Dr. Burrow himself
resigned (rom the OAL in 1988 to be replaceci ~IS Director by the present ;.Illlhor, "itb
George Lambrick as Oeputv. at one oj the most unsettling but challenging periods in the
hi"lOry of Uritish archaeologv. In 1988, the OAL saw a rise of almost 50 perrenl in its

II> G. L.amb,·id •. Hi' Holll'il{ht Stolll'\. FlIgli~h I kril<lgt'\I(.ha('ologitdl Rep. 6 (l9X8); A, \\'Illuit. R ..J.(
Chilmben and '\J. I hOIll <L~, 'E,ravillion" in the :\eoiilluc and Brome Age: Complex ,It
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ll()nht'~teHm~lhillllt' !). (hford~lme·.

Pmf P,,,hlll\or .-)X (199~). 14~-:!()1

17 I .\lIell. (;. HeY and D. "'lIIc~. 'A Lillc of lilllc.::\pproat ht'!' to Archaeology In lhe Lppe,· and ~llddlt'
Ih ,ulle~ V..tlle~, Englilnd'. III.J Graham-LlIllpbell (('d.). /(11'1>>>111 lrrJulfoiof(l: ~1-odd lrrNll'otogy. vol, ~9 no. I
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income thanks to umllnercial archaeolog,. We carried OUl some 50 excavallons In 7
counties. ilwolving 10 museums. These statistics are nOt impressive b, cun-em standards
bUl the, represented a dramatic culture shod. at the time. In the same ~ear ~fSC projects
finall, (and Iw then. thankfullv) came to an end.
The new ~n\'ironment required ne\\ responses. In 1990 change.!! were made (0 the
committee structure of the OAl. PrOfeSSOl" Frere retired as Chairman [Q be repla<.:ed b,
Prolessor Salwa\. Some of the largely "edunclant advison comminees were dissolved. The
L nit, with English Ileritage's suppOrt. established a new pOM-exc-avation department led In
01. Ellen McAdam (and now by David Jennings). This dC"eiopmenl was necessar, because
the OAL had a considerable problem with unpublished site~ - in part due to the massive
scale of some field projects and the constant pressuH: of under-Iunding, but cornbined, it is
f.air 10 ~,,), with a lack of focus and effective projcu man£lgelllclit. The new post-excavation
deparll1lent created a team dedicated (0 publi!lhing our projects. The OAt believes thai it
has an obligation to do this: more pragmatically. in a (ommercial world it is \'ital to man<lge
pn~je(ts effecti\'e1y, right through to completion. Tht, new strUClure also included £I Field
Section led tw John ~Ioore (now by Bob Williarns) and Consuitann under Gcorge
Lambrick. Simon Palmer became the L nit Manager.
A pJ'(~je(( thatlypified the new era \\-"as the Channel-Illllnel Rail LinJ.... for which Ihe OAt
was appointed as arch~leological consultant in 19H9. Such el1\·ironmental and strategic
studies have since bc('()me a major part of the Unit's work. CUI renth. for example. \\:e are
undertaking. with Chris Blandford Associates. studies f()1 the managemenr plans of the
World Heritage site of Stonehenge and Avcbun. Also for English Ileritage are our national
surveys of Dovecotes and Bridges fOJ the ~fonum{'nts PrOlcclion Programme. Such projeos
aCled <IS a springboard into diversification: the recording of historic buildings (under Julian
Munby), industri;:,1 archaeology (Rob Kinchin-Smith) and o\'erseas projects. For example.
environmental assCS~lllenl (£A) is a developing area and the Q,\U h~IS undertaJ...en EAs in
Greece (an 800 kill. gas pipeline for the Greek Gas Board. DEPA). an oil pipeline in Oman.
and a survey of Montserrat for the Overseas Developmenl Agency in advance of a proposed
ail port. This hlst projen is the onl\' one OAt has had to abandon because of a vokanic
eruption. OAU is undertaking t\\:o strategic studies - of historic lOwns and publication
backlog problems - for the Irish I leritage Council. .And in 1996 the OALI established an
office in t\Llyenne, Pays de la Loire. for its major investigation orthe Chrlleau de \1ayellne
funded by the French Ministn' of Culture. the European union and the local authorities.
rn Britain the OAt has extended its activities across Illuch of England and South 'Wales,
and particularly to London and Kent. For rhe past five years we ha\'e aned as consllltdnt.!!
to the IlislOric Royal Palaces Agenq (HRPA). As a result we han' carried out building
surveys at Kensington Palace. the Tower of London. Ilamproll Coun and Kew Palac-e and
established a turatorial system for the Palates. The most spectacular results Ild . . e heen at the
-J(:)\ver of London where Graham Kee\·ill's exc.avations unco\'ered the gatehouse of Ilenn,:
I II. \\ hich collapsed dramatically in 1240. The quality of the OAU's buildings rcsearch was
a factor in our reg-aining the IIRPA contract in 1998 f()lIo\',ing a European competition. In
Kem, in addition to the no\\o long-lenn \\ork on rhe Rail Link, we have also produced a
survey <md irnplications study of Do\'er for the Distrin Council, II'! and we ha\'e carried out
onc of Ihe largest church exca\'ations in Brit~lin at Sl. Nichola~ Church, Scvcnoaks. Tht·
OAU has also recently been appointed by the C()unl~ Council to undertake a m~ljOl
cxrav(uion of (l Roman LOWIl near A.!!hford.
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By 1991 the OAU was can-ying out J 36 pi oje<.:t!' in 22 counties and 3 count.-ies. But
in Oxrord and the Upper Thames was not neglected. Thanks to English J lel'itage

lese~'rch

suppon ror pre-PPG 16 sites, major discoveries have been made in Eynsham, where Graham
Keevill direncd excavations orthe Anglo-Saxon Minstel and Abbey. and at Yarnton. where
Gill Hey revealed Neolithic land surfaces and the first Middle/Late Anglo-Saxon settlemelll
in the count\-. At Abingdon, in rhe Vine}'ard. excavations funded by the Vale of the White
J lorse District Council and Waitro.sc discO\'cred the ma.ssive defences of an Iron Age
oppldum. As a result, many ob.selV3tions in I he town since the latc 1960s began to make
sense. Dense late Iron Age industrial, craft and Irading actinues lay ""'ithin the defences, on
a promontory surrounded by water. The defences were, in part, breached on the north side
in Ihe Roman period to allow fOI expansion of the settlemelll. The remaining defences,
however, influenced the siting of the Anglo-Saxon Minster at Sl. Ilelen's, Abingdon Abbey,
and the topography of the present-day streelS.
As; a result of PPGI6 most local authorities. including Oxfordshire, have introduced
stricter archaeological policies into lheil Local Plans. Consequently the archaeological
curators (as the archaeologists providing planning advice are now known) can more
frequently recommend that archaeological evaluations s,hould be carried out in ad,·ancc:: of
development in areas such as villages. small farm!'! and soil unreceptive 10 aerial
photography that have previously been neglected owing to the lack of existing information.
For example. eyalualion and exca\'atioll in the village of Fdngford re,·ealed Romano-British
and medieval settlement. At Biccster Fields dnd Blackbird Leys. Oxford. I ron Age
seulcll1cnts ",..·ere round on c1ayland.
Public utility companies such as the Enviromncnt Agency also routinely commiSSion
archaeological survey of Iheir pipelines. As a resuil the OAU has made irnportalll
discoveries: at Gatehampton Farm. near Goring. the region's first known Upper Pa laeolithic
site where hunters la), in wait for migrating hcrch'i of horses or reindeer in about 10,000
Be;I" and a major Roman pOLLery manufacturing complex found near Nuneham
CourtcmlY. On a IllLlch bigger scale the OAU has recently undertaken work for the
£Iwironment Agency on the line of the Thames Flood Relief Channel near ~ I aiclenheacl
where partic.ularly important plehislOrit" and A.n glo-Saxon discoveries have been made,
complementing other excavations nearby ill the Eton College Rowing Lake.
Most people do not associate Oxford with industrial archaeology. lIowever, in I'eccnt
years this has become an important part of OAU's work, ranging from surveys of brew eric!'
and railway buildings. to ironworks at ~Iondu in South "'Vales. the \,yestern Docks in Do\"el',
Morris's Cowley works, a bus-depot o\"erl}'ing an 800-\ear .sequence of mills in Reading, and
Chatham 1 listoric Dockyard. At Chath~lm we made our most spectacular discovel-Y; the
preserved remains ofa unique 18th-telllun' man-of-war. laid out like an Airfix-kit benealh
the floor of the rope faClOt·). At the lime of\uiling, a series of medieval water mills are being
revealed at the Oracle deH:lopment in Reading.
Changes continue to take place. In 1998, in response to a request Iw the British Airports
Authority (BAA) to compete for potentially the large.st archaeological projen in Britain, al
the proposed Terminal 5, IIealhrow, OAL formed a Joint Venture wilh \Vessex
Archaeology. This represents a new tlpproach in British archaeolog), and a maturing of the
profession after several years of often strained (olllpetition between unils.:!U The joint bid
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was successful and in the coming rears OAU and \Vessex Archaeology, uncler the name
Framework Archaeology, will co-operate to undertake archaeological work at Heathrow and
BA,\'s other airports. This project also renecLS a maturing and welcome approach from
developers. I n a project promoted as world-class, the archaeology should also be of the
highest standard. The competition for the BAA project was thus judged on the quality of
the archaeological research proposaJ and of the designated team. not simply on cost. The
judges included Dr. John Barrett and Gill Andrews.
e live in interesting times and it is not possible LO stand still or become complacent. On
its 21st birthday in 1994 the Unit redrafted its constiLUtion for the first Lime since its
creation, LO take account of changes in charity law. A srnaJler group of trustees (chaired since
1996 by Dr. Margaret Ware) was established to concentrate on finance and policy for what
is an increasingly complex business organisation. A larger Council and Academic
Committee oversee the Unit's archaeological work. New contractual arrangements were
also put in place, a Strategic Plan was produced, and efforts were made LO fe-locate on to a
single site (as a result of the expansion (he OAU was spread across three buildings in
Oxford). This culminated in the move in 1996 to the ex-Olivetti factory - now Janlls I-louse
- on Osney Mead. One of the major advantages of the move has been the opportunity to
improve the Unit's computer network under the Computer Manager, Paul Miles. A good
l.T system is particularly importalll for the managemelll of administration, post-excavation
projects and major field investigations. The OAU is now equipped 1O deal with the most
demanding projects, such as the country's first Design Build Finance and Operate (DBFO)
road scheme, the A4 I 719, from North Wiltshire across the Cotswolds, where a team of 100
archaeologists successfully excavated some 36 sites over 9 months within the framework of
a very demanding COJ1lract and timetable.
In 1974 the authors of the first survey of the OAU wrote, ' It will be interesting in, say five
years' time, to re-examine the validity of the Unit concept and our own small part in it'.
Twellly-five years on 1 hope they would feel that. their concept has been worthwhile. Despite
the vagaries of the economy and the constant pressures of the market place, the OAU has
grown into a mature organisation with a better qualified and equipped team than at any
period in its history. If the OAU continues to help people to understand their past, my
successor will be able. 25 yell's from now, to write in Oxoniensia on ;The OAU: The First 50
Years', and we will have stood the test of time.
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