
The Archaeology and History of Oxford's 
West Suburb 
By JLLlA' ML'IBV 

B> way of a prefatol"}' nme to the following pair of articles, it may be useful to summarise 
the history and archaeology of Oxford's west suburb. The recent phase of building on 

the sites repol led here aJrnosl brings to an end the reconstruction of St Thomas', Once a 
populolls suburb, and celebrated in a valuable , .. 'ork orIocal history,' 5t Thomas' was an early 
victim of 'slum c1e;:trance', which saw its historic buildings and croweled lenemCIll yards 
swept away to be replaced by a formless industrial area thal has only recenLly returned to 
housing. TIle church still stands at the west end of 1 Thomas' Street, its dedication to 5t 
rhomas Be ket presumably dating it to a time around the martyrdom (AD 1170). South of 
and parallel to St Thomas' Street lay Oseney Lane, reached by turnlllg offSt 111Omas' treet 
down the 11amel, which led from Oxford direttly to Oseney Abbey (the site now in Oseney 
Cemetery just "est of the railwa,). The suburb "as probably created by the abbe), and 
Oseney, as lord of'Somh Oseney' o\\'ned much of the land on the south side ofSt Thomas' 
Street, "hile Rewley Abbey later callle to be lord of 'North Osency". The suburb was 
suneyed in 1279 as pan of the ' liundred Rolls' inquest,2 and numerous propeny reeOl'cls 
survive in Christ Church archives. The \\larham Bank alongside the CasLie Mill Stream of 
the River 'rhames Wa'; in pan a property of the town of Oxford , and pan of the \cparate and 
longer Fisher Row, which has its own remarkable histOl'y.3 A guide to the propenies and the 
sources fOI their known history appear~ separately in this volume as the Sunil') of ~"'1o.~ 1 
Oxford.' 

From the start the suburb was densely populated, with continuous built-up Mrect 
frontages. One key factor was water management, and as is apparent from Loggan'~ 1675 
bird's-eye view of the suburb, the organisation of natural streams and the ue~ltion of 
roadside ditches was obviously a part of the originallayolil. Few historic buildings survived 
until modern times, but these included a 15th- entury 'wealden house' on the Street (ornel 
by the church, which was possibly an inn.' Other buildings recorded before their final 
removal were 17th-century timber-framed buildings on the north side of t Thomas' treet,h 
and earl} photographs suggest that these were typical of many houses in the area. Latcr 
buildings of interest include an early example of social hOllsing, the 1866 Christ Church 
" c\\' Building~,7 and a number ofbrewel-ie~, of"'hich the famous Morrell 's Brewery was the 
last survivor. Although its history was written just In time,H it suffered the fale of all of 
Oxford 's large Industries in being closed and (hsmantled With no adequate record of its 
indusu ial archaeology being made. 
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rhe buried archaeology of the sublll b ha~ been rather more fortunate. and Ihe recent 
decades of rebuilding which ha\'e seen the subul'b reappear as a densel) inhabited Pdrt of 
the cit, h~l\'e pl-ovided an opponunit) for archaeologi(al investigation on se\'eral sites.9 1-he 
now dassic site, with ample opportunity for eXlensi\e discover). was in rhe Ilamel. where 
Nicholas Palmer and the Unh-ersit~ Ar(haeological SO(ielY (·onducted an exca\-ation unde! 
the Oxf()T"d Excavations Commiuee in 1975[2]. The unexpcned disco\'en of a BrollLe-age 
beaker burial demonstrated that the 'low-lying' land had been habitable in prehistory. ~,,,d 
le~s damp than it was later. A complex sequen(c of domestic buildings was unco\'ered. dating 
from the early 13th (cowry. and the report gave an opportunity fOT' a general alcount of the 
medie\·al and post-medieval devclopmerlt of the suburb,lo On the north ~ide of 51 Thomas' 
Su-eet almost the entir'e length ha~ 11m, been subjeu to in\'esligation. Towiuds the wesl end 
the Iialls Brewery site (now 'Castle Mews') wa~ partially excavated on I-Iollybush Rowand St 
Ihom",' Street in 1989-90 bv Mark Robert; of Ox [c)J"(i Archaeological Unit[3)." fhe next 
large block to the east (now 'The Old Bakery') was dug b, Alan Hard) ofOAl III 199·111).12 
and then the next block (now 'St Thomas' Me",) by Sean Cook ofOAL in J997[5).I:1 The 
cXC~l\allon~ of 200:~ at 67-69 51 ThoJl1~ls' Street (no\\' Bookbinder's Coun and 5t Pcter\ 
College) repO! ted below [6] continue Ihls sequcnle t'astwards to the rear of \\'al ham Bank. 
SOLII h of the road and JUSt east of the Ilamel wa!) the final excavation in 1999 ~lI1d 2002 b\ 
I hallIe, Valle) (TVAS) [7) also reponed bel"". 

The exra\·ations in Hollybush Row revealed quite substantial SLOne Coundations of houses 
ITl a ~e{luell(e starting in the mid I :lth (entur). and finds included the sea) matrix of Roger 
of CU1l1nor. sometime owner of the site, The propen) was rebuilt in the 17th century, On 
the St Ihomas' Street side (where Stuall Rigold had dug a trench in 1947-8) [1 ].11 work was 
obstructed b) the presence of water and die~el fuel. but remains of 14lh-centun, cob-\\i,lIed 
houses were (ound, later replaced by buildings of stone. Here as elsewhere the current site 
alea did not permit recover) of the medieval :,trect fronts. In the 199"-1 excavations some 
e\'idence was found for land-use (pasture) before the suburb, and again cob-walled buildings 
of the earl) to mid 13th century. One of these W"IS rebuilt in SLOne, but part of the site was 
dcrnolished in the 14th centul') ~lIld la) open for a long time thereafter. blll the post
mcdie\al period was poor!) represented on this site. although there was over a metre of 
archaeological deposits. The 1997 excavation to the east did uncover partial Coundalions of 
the buildings whose demolition had been recorded in the 1960s. but it was not possible to 
date them. Again the relatively large area excavated did not extend to the historic strcet 
frontage. and onh partially reached medieyalll1yer~. "here early cob walls werc also found, 
but t he context and stages of development is dlmcult to discern. 

One funhel' sitc[8]15 \,'as undertaken b) John Moore on the street frontage .lust cast of 
Lhe church (the Cormer Post Omce ~ite), This produced a long sequence of coherent 
de\elopment. from an initial 13th-cenLUl) reclamation of wet ground (underlying the street 
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layers). Timber·fTamed and cob·walled buildings were found in a sequence of rebuilding in 
the 14th to 16th centuries. and with evidence of industrial activit) probably related to wool 
or cloth production. 

Ovel-all the previous excavations and tho~e reported here have shown the considerable 
potential of the archaeological remains in the weM suburb, though recovery ha been 
hampered b) the lack of access to historic frontages. restricted depth of investigation. and 
the difficulty of interpreting the partial remains. The studies of pottery. finds and 
environmental deposits have also been impOfl.r.lnt. often b) comparison with m~lterial from 
central Oxford. It is not clear quite how muth still exists at the end of the development 
phase for future discovery. but it should certainly not be assumed that everything has been 
dew·oyed. 

Editorial note: In lhese articles we have tried to name topological features consistently. 
(c)lIowing the usage of veil Oxon., i\·, The street is called SI Thomas' Street, its original name 
and Lhe name iL bears Loday. bUL SalLe. always calls iL Iligh SL. SL Thomas. The bank of Lhe 
river by the Castle Mill St.ream is called \Varham Bank - the form Wareham is also found. 
rhe eastern stream under 5t Thornas's is called the Backstream and its bl;dge S(x)kbinder's 
Bridge (Bookbinders' occurs too), rhe western stream appears to have no generally 
accepted name and we have called it the western Backstream. This usage does not irnply 
acceptance of the theory lhat this stream was itself the hackstream of mills built b) the Abbe) 
on the Backstream, By contrast lhe bridge under which it nows has any number of names 
and of these we ha\·e selected Knowles's Bridge as being unambiguous. rejecting t.he 11(1l11e 
LiLLie B"idge because or ilS applicabiliLY LO 010;[ or Lhe bridges in medieval oxrOl d. 
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