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1 Summary
Archaeological monitoring and recording was carried out at Sir Isaac's Walk, 
Colchester during groundworks for a trial posthole and final posthole for the installation 
of a new interpretation panel.  Located at Headgate, the southwest gate of the Roman 
city, the trial posthole measured 440mm by 280mm and 510mm deep. The final 
posthole was actually dug 30m further to the east and measured 450mm by 350mm 
and 800mm deep.  Both were excavated through modern paving laid on a sandy-
concrete, onto a layer of modern silty-loam.  At the base of the final posthole was a 
layer of oyster shell.

2 Introduction (Fig 1)

This report presents the results of archaeological monitoring and recording on land at 
Sir Isaac's Walk, Colchester, Essex which was carried out on 17th February and 18th 
April 2017.  The work was commissioned by Philip Wise, Colchester Borough Council 
during groundworks for a trial-hole to check if the ground was suitable for the 
installation of a new interpretation panel, and was undertaken by Colchester 
Archaeological Trust (CAT). 

In response to consultation with Colchester Borough Council Planning Services 
(CBCPS), 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 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 Colchester Historic Environment 
Record (CHER) and the Essex Historic Environment Record (EHER). 

A new interpretation panel is due to be located within the Roman town of Colonia 
Claudia Victricensis on land adjacent to 62 Head Street (Sir Issac's Walk) on part of the
Roman town wall (Scheduled Monument NHLE no. 1003772) known as Headgate.

The Roman town wall was built around the town in the later 1st century AD following 
the revolt led by Boudica. It is constructed of a core of layered septaria and mortar 
faced with coursed septaria and tile. A recent study has concluded that the wall has an 
average width of 2.67m (including offsets) which is equivalent to precisely nine Roman 
feet (pedes Monetales). A hypothetical cross-section of the wall shows the foundations 
as being 3.77m wide (Crummy 2003). Some previous work shows that the wall 
foundations were surprisingly shallow at 600mm deep (Hull 1958, 25-6). Work by CAT 
at the Sixth Form College in 2005 shows the stone foundations to be 1.2m deep with 
wooden piles below (CAT report 347), although, being water-logged, ground conditions 
here presumably explain their exceptional depth. Trial-holes confirmed that survival of 
the foundations varies. Where they have not been robbed away, the foundations extend
2.1m from the existing face of the wall and are in a sound state of preservation. Above 
ground, the survival of the wall is very patchy. Up to 2.4m width of wall has been lost 
and nothing of the original exterior facing of the wall survives, only the core.  The 
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majority of what is standing has been refaced in brick or stone or completely rebuilt in 
brick.

The following is taken from Heritage Statement: Colchester Town Walls – Headgate (by
Philip Wise, CBC):

Headgate, the south-west gate of the Roman city, increased in importance once
the Balkerne Gate was closed around AD 300 and later became the principal 
gate of the medieval town.  In 1893 a trench for a gas main struck the probable 
remains of the Roman gateway (Hull, 1958, 60) and repairs to the town drains in
1913 also encountered Roman foundations in this area (Jarmin 1915, 107).  In 
1988 a watching brief confirmed the location of the Roman gate (CAR 6, 396-7) 
and in 2006 a second watching brief uncovered part of the central pier of the 
gate close to the modern ground surface (CAT Report 394).

Nearby on the east side of the gateway is 58-62 Head Street, also known as 
Headgate House or Rebow's House.  This is a Grade II* Listed Building 
described as being a 'large late 17th-century house with medieval cellar and 
18th-century front.  It has historical associations with the Rebow family including
Sir Isaac Rebow who entertained King William III here on three occassions.

4 Results (Fig 2)

Trial posthole
A single trial posthole was hand-dug by contractors under archaeological supervision.  
Measuring 440mm by 280mm and 510mm deep it was excavated through block paving
laid on a sandy concrete (L1, 300mm thick).  A smaller hole, approximately 260mm in 
diameter, was then dug for a further 210mm into a layer of dark-brown silty-loam (L2) 
containing modern brick fragments (not retained).

Photograph 1  Trial posthole, looking E
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Final posthole
The final posthole for the interpretation panel was actually dug 30m further to the east 
of the trial posthole.  It was hand-dug by contractors under archaeological supervision.  
Measuring 450mm by 350mm and 800mm deep it was excavated through block paving
laid on a sandy concrete (L1, 300mm thick) onto a layer of dark-brown silty-loam (L2) 
containing modern brick fragments and post-medieval peg-tile (not retained).  At the 
very base of L2 was a layer of oyster shell perhaps suggesting the beginning of 
occupation debris at this depth.

Photograph 2  Final posthole

5      Finds
There were no archaeological finds.

6      Discussion
Two small postholes were excavated at Sir Isaac's Walk, Colchester.  One was 
excavated to a depth of 510mm through modern layers.  The other was excavated to a 
depth of 800mm through mainly modern layers but onto a layer of oyster shell at the 
very bottom.  This perhaps suggests the beginning of occupation debris at this depth.

7      Acknowledgements
CAT thanks Philip Wise, Colchester Borough Council for commissioning and funding 
the work.  The project was managed by C Lister and carried out by CL and E Holloway. 
Figures were prepared by L Pooley.  The project was monitored for the CBCPS by Jess
Tipper.
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9      Abbreviations and glossary
CAT Colchester Archaeological Trust
CBCPS Colchester Borough Council Planning Services
CIfA Chartered Institute for Archaeologists
context specific location of finds on an archaeological site
feature (F) an identifiable thing like a pit, a wall, a drain: can contain ‘contexts’ 
layer (L) distinct or distinguishable deposit (layer) of material 
medieval period from AD 1066 to c 1500
modern        period from c AD 1800 to the present
natural         geological deposit undisturbed by human activity
NGR National Grid Reference
post-medieval from c AD 1500 to c 1800
residual something out of its original context, eg a Roman coin in a modern pit
Roman the period from AD 43 to c AD 410
section (abbreviation sx or Sx) vertical slice through feature/s or layer/s

10    Contents of archive
Finds: n/a
Paper and digital record 

          One A4 document wallet containing:
          The report (CAT Report 1071)
          Original site record (feature and layer sheets, plans, sections)
          Site digital photos and log, attendance register

11    Archive deposition
The paper and digital archive is currently held by the Colchester Archaeological Trust at
Roman Circus House, Roman Circus Walk, Colchester, Essex, CO2 7GZ, but will be 
permanently deposited with Colchester Museum under accession code COLEM: 
2017.13.
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