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Summary 

The excavation of a cable trench along a footpath to the south of Thetford Grammar 

School was monitoring for archaeological features, deposits and finds. A previous 

service trench, dug in the 1970s, revealed disarticulated human and animal bone. The 

present cable trench was dug to a maximum depth of 0.7m. Under footpath surfaces, a 

thick dark humic deposit was encountered. Within this a number of disarticulated bones 

were found but within the eastern half of the footpath at least three articulated human 

skeletons were recorded. All three skeletons appeared to be partly truncated. It is likely 

that at least some of the dark humic deposit represents grave fill of intercutting burials. It 

is possibly that further burials survive at a greater depth than the cable trench. These 

burials could be related to the Dominican Friary to the north but the Norman Cathedral 

and the medieval hospital Domus Dei were also in the vicinity so these graves could be 

associated with these. 
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1. Introduction

A trench for electric cable duct was dug along a footpath that passers along the south 

edge of Thetford Grammar School. A gas main trench excavated in 1970 along the 

same footpath encountered human and animal bone found close to the surface and 

possibly disturbed by previously dug services (NHER 5920).  

Thetford Grammar School to the north is the site of the Dominican Friary and is the 

probable location of Saxon, Norman and later riverside settlement and activity (NHER 

5750). 

The electricity trench was archaeologically monitored during excavations on the 31st 

May and the 1st June 2016. 

2. Geology and topography

The Little Ouse River is located c.100m to the north with the site positioned on a 

gradual south-facing slope just above the 10m contour.  

The site is located within a flood plane area with the underlying geology dominated by 

alluvial deposits predominantly of sands and silts. The drift geology was never clearly 

observed within the monitored excavations but the humic deposits encountered were of 

a sandy nature.  
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3. Archaeology and historical background

Thetford contains significant archaeological remains including areas of Saxon 

occupation either side of the River Ouse, a mott and bailey castle to the west of the 

town and a number of religious houses and churches of medieval date.  

A number of archaeological sites are recorded from the immediate vicinity and these are 

shown on Figure 1 and are from the Norfolk Heritage Explorer website. In the following 

text numbers within brackets relate to Norfolk Heritage Explorer references for the 

Norfolk Historic Environment Record (NHER).  

A gas main dug in 1970 along the same footpath disturbed disarticulated human and 

animal bones (5920), while finds of Late Saxon and medieval pottery were recovered 

from the adjacent area of Bridge Street (5869).  

The Grammar School to the north (5750) was the location of the Dominican Friary 

(Blackfriars) and was dug by Time Team in 1998 (Bellarmy 1999). Some standing walls 

of the friary church still survive. Saxon, Norman and later remains are also likely in this 

area, including the hospital Domus De and the 11th century cathedral before it was 

relocated to Norwich in 1096. 

To the immediate south and south-west of the site, Late Saxon occupation and 

metalworking debris (40942), human and animal remains (5829) and Saxon and 

medieval pottery and possible inhumations (1033) were found. Other early medieval 

remains close to the site include areas of the Saxon town to the east (5762) and late 

Saxon occupation debris and features to the west (5749 & 5865). Finds of various 

periods from the Neolithic to the post-medieval have been found on the south bank of 

the river (34338). 

Historical sites dating to the Second World War include a series of underground shelters 

(54538) and the site of an emergency water tank (61308). 
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4. Methodology

Prior to arrival on site a series of small hand-dug test holes had been excavated along 

the c.50m length of the footpath to assess damage to tree roots along the length of the 

service trench. Deposits exposed in the test holes were examined and potential finds 

inspected.  

The cable trench was dug from the western end using a small mechanical excavator 

(Fig. 2, Plate 1). The mini-digger was equipped with a toothless bucket of 0.4m width. 

The trench was mainly between 0.6m and 0.7m depth and deposits encountered were 

measured and recorded (layers 0002 to 0004). Disarticulated human and animal bone 

was found along the entire length of the trench, becoming particularly frequent within 

the eastern half of the trench. All disarticulated bone was placed back in the trench with 

the backfill. 

Where articulated human remains were encountered in the base of the trench (at or 

below c.0.6m depth), the bones were cleaned, recorded and covered over with soil 

(skull 0005 and body 0006). Plastic sheet was then placed over the soil before the cable 

ducting was laid. 

Where articulated remains were revealed at a depth of less than 0.6m then the parts of 

the body within the trench was cleaned, recorded and lifted to allow the ducting to be 

laid (bodies 0007 and 0008). A burial licence was obtained prior to the removal of these 

remains. Their lifting was carried out as a precautionary measure, as attempts to 

contact NCCHES advisors did not prove successful before a decision had to be made 

about their removal. Partial remains of two separate individuals were retained. They do 

not merit further detailed study and are currently being kept in Suffolk Archaeology’s 

store. 
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5. Results

Context 0001 had been reserved for unstratified finds but none were identified. 

The machined trench revealed three separate layers (contexts 0002, 0003 and 0004), 

the top two were associated with footpath surfaces while the lower deposit contained 

disarticulated human bone (Fig. 2). 

Layer 0002. The top layer of path surface, of c.0.1m depth. Dark grey/black humic 

loam, mainly consisting of leaf mould derived from overhanging trees, combined with 

moderate small flint gravel pieces. 

Layer 0003. A thin layer of crushed chalk of only c.0.05m thickness, probably part of the 

original footpath surface. 

Layer 0004. A deep and probably mixed deposit, never bottomed within trench, so 

thicker than c.0.55m.  Consisting of dark brown humic sandy loam with occasional small 

to large, mainly rounded flint pebbles. Towards the eastern end of the trench, towards 

the trench base, this deposit became slightly paler and sandier, suggesting that this 

deposit was thinner here and was close to underlying natural sand. Disarticulated 

human (and animal) bone was found frequently in this deposit, particularly across the 

central and eastern half of the trench, although no human remains were seen in the last 

c.5m at the eastern end. The articulated human remains 0006, 0007 and 0008

appeared to be floating within this deposit which suggests that individual grave cuts 

could not be identified and that this layer was probably highly disturbed and could in 

part be formed of a series of intercutting graves and possible other features. 

Disarticulated bone was not retained and placed back into the trench backfill. Small, 

undiagnostic pieces of ceramic building material were seen with this deposit but were 

not retained due to the likely mixed nature of the layer. 

Appearing to be within layer 0004 but likely to be within their own individual grave cuts, 

several articulated skeletons were partly revealed within the trench (0006, 0007 and 

0008). It is uncertain if skull 0005 was part of an articulated body. 
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Skull 0005. The damaged top of a human skull was revealed in the base of the trench 

at c.20m from the west end of the trench. Due to its depth at 0.7m it was decided not to 

uncover more so it is uncertain if it was part of an articulated skeleton or not.  

Skeleton 0006. This individual was located at c.22m from the eastern end and was 

represented by a pair of lower legs partly revealed in the base of the trench at a depth 

of 0.61m from surface. The body appeared to be supine, with a west to east orientation 

(feet to east). The femur could not be seen above the knee of the left leg so this 

individual could have been truncated to the west. No grave cut could be identified. This 

skeleton was deep enough to remain in situ and was covered in soil and a plastic sheet 

before the ducting was placed above it. 

Skeleton 0007. Orientated west to east (legs to east), a supine burial, truncated to the 

west as no sign of the upper body. This individual consisted of the lower half of the 

spine, some of the ribs, pelvis and part of the legs (the feet were outside the trench). 

The body was encountered at c.20m from the east end of the path. It was at 0.51m 

depth so had to be excavated to allow the duct to be laid. No obvious grave cut could be 

observed, appearing to be within deposit 0004. 

Skeleton 0008. This body was uncovered c.12m from the eastern end and was only 

c.0.4m from the surface so had to be excavated and lifted. This was a supine burial, 

aligned west to east (legs to east), severely truncated upper part of the body. Surviving 

in the base of the trench was part of the spine and part of the pelvis and right leg. The 

lower left side of the skeleton was outside of the trench limits. No separate cut could be 

seen for the grave.  
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6. Conclusions

In the 1970s human remains were discovered at the same location within a gas main 

trench, although all the bone was disarticulated. Finding articulated remains during this 

project confirms that burials had taken place in this area, although the large amount of 

disarticulated bone suggests a great deal of disturbance. This disturbance could have 

been caused by intercutting graves. If this was the case then it is possible that this was 

a cemetery in use for some duration. It is possible that some burials are at a greater 

depth than the base of the trench.  

Burials have been identified to the north of the site within the grounds of the Grammar 

School and probably associated with the Dominican Friary. Also within this area were 

located the Norman cathedral of Great Saint Mary, the church of Holy Trinity and the 

Domus Dei hospital, all of which could have associated cemeteries. Without any clear 

dating evidence it is difficult to determine which of these might have been the focus of 

the articulated burials observed here but a Late Saxon to medieval date might be likely. 

Human bones and possible inhumations have been identified to the south (NHER sites 

5829 and 1033 respectively) so a large cemetery or series of cemeteries could be 

encountered in this general area (Fig. 1). 
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Plate 1. View of skeleton 0007 with the cable trench being backfilled behind. Looking 
west along the footpath, Grammar School to right of shot. Scale = 0.5m 
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7. Archive deposition

All elements of the archive are presently held by SACIC in Needham Market but will be 

deposited with the Norfolk HER after the completion of this project.  

8. Acknowledgements
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1. Introduction

 Suffolk Archaeology CIC (SACIC) has been contracted to monitor groundworks for
the installation of a power cable and new substation for the new development at
the former site of the Anchor Hotel, Bridge Street, Thetford, Norfolk.

 The archaeological monitoring has been requested by Dr Will Fletcher (Historic
England) and Dr Ken Hamilton (Norfolk County Council Historic Environment
Service) following discussions with the client in April 2015. The monitoring is
required due to the route of the proposed c.250m cable trench through an area of
high archaeological interest.

 The eastern part of the cable trench and proposed substation lie within the former
Anchor Hotel site which is thought to have been part of the Anglo-Saxon town. A
series of fieldwork projects carried out by Suffolk Archaeology (as SCC Field
Team) before and during the redevelopment of this site (Stirk 2010, Brooks 2012,
Heard 2013 and Gill 2014) has identified evidence of Anglo-Saxon, medieval and
post-medieval occupation. After crossing Bridge Street the trench will head west to
London Road along the southern edge of Thetford Grammar School, which is the
former site of an 11th century cathedral, the churches of Great St Mary and Holy
Trinity and the ruins of the 14th century Dominican Friary. Human skeletal remains
have been previously noted in service trenches along this route.

 Ground works for the development therefore have the potential to damage
archaeological deposits. The aim of the monitoring is to record all such deposits
which are damaged or removed by the sites development. The project will meet
the requirements of the generic NCCHES monitoring Brief supplied to the client by
Ken Hamilton which details the level of fieldwork and reporting required.

2. Archaeological method statement

 NCCHES will be given 2 days notice of the commencement of the fieldwork to
enable the works to be monitored effectively.

 An OASIS form has been initiated for the project and a Norfolk HER code requested.
A formal search of the Norfolk HER will be commissioned to inform the report if
fieldwork produces positive results.



2.1. Fieldwork 

 The Brief requires observation of the ground works for the cable trench and
substation. These ground works will be monitored as they progress by an SACIC
Project Officer or Supervisor, in close liaison with the developer/contractor.
Adequate allowance has been made within the quote cost to cover the recording of
exposed archaeological deposits.

 Fieldwork standards will be guided by ‘Standards for Field Archaeology in the East
of England’ (Gurney 2003) and ‘Standard and Guidance for an Archaeological
Watching Brief’ (Chartered Institute for Archaeologists 2014).

 If any unexpected or significant archaeological remains (i.e. intact human burials)
are encountered which cannot be preserved or recorded within the scope of the
monitoring the Project Officer will immediately contact NCCHES. Such
circumstances may necessitate changes to the Brief and hence project
methodology, in which case a new archaeological quotation will have to be agreed
with the client, to allow for the recording of said unexpected deposits.

 The exposed surface from the soil strip/trenching will be examined for archaeological
features and finds and limited hand cleaning will be undertaken to clarify small areas
as necessary and as health and safety considerations allow. Exposed
archaeological features will be sectioned by hand with sampling at a normal
standard for medieval and earlier deposits (i.e. 100% of structural features or
graves/cremations, 50% of contained features e.g. pits, and 10-20% of linear
features). Cremations will be 100% bagged and taken as samples. If thought
appropriate and of archaeological benefit a metal detector search of exposed
surfaces and spoil will be undertaken.

 Normal SACIC conventions, compatible with the County Historic Environment
Record (HER), will be used during the site recording. Site records will be made using
a continuous numbering system.  Site plans will be drawn at 1:20 or 1:50 as
appropriate, either by hand or using a RTK GPS.  Plans and sections of individual
features, soil layers etc will be recorded at 1:10, 1:20 or 1:50 as appropriate. A
photographic record comprising of digital and black and white film images will be
made throughout the monitoring works.

 All pre-modern finds will be kept and no discard policy will be considered until all the
finds have been processed and assessed. All finds will be brought back to the
SACIC office at the end of each day for processing.  Much of the archive and
assessment preparation work will be done inhouse, but in some circumstances it
may be necessary to send some categories of finds to specialists working in
archaeology and university departments in other parts of the country.

 Bulk environmental (40 litre) soil samples will be taken from selected archaeological
features where possible and retained until an appropriate specialist has assessed
their potential for palaeo-environmental remains. Decisions will be made on the need
for further analysis following this assessment. If necessary advice will be sought



from the Historic England Regional Science Advisor (East of England), on the need 
for specialist environmental sampling. 

 In the event of human remains being encountered on the site a Ministry of Justice
licence for removal of human remains will be obtained. Any such find would require
work in that part of the site to stop until the human remains have been removed.

2.2. Post-excavation stage 

 The post-excavation work will be managed by Richenda Goffin. Specialist finds staff
will be experienced in local and regional types and periods for their field. Members of
the project team will be responsible for taking the project to archive and assessment
levels.

 All site data will be entered on a computerised database compatible with the County
HER. All site plans and sections will be scanned to form a digital archive. Ordnance
Datum levels will be on the section sheets.

 All finds will be processed, marked and bagged/boxed to County HER requirements.
Where appropriate finds will be marked with a site code and a context number. Finds
will be recorded and archived to minimum standards laid down by relevant groups
(e.g. the Prehistoric Ceramics Research Group, the Study Group for Roman Pottery
or the Medieval Pottery Research Group).  Finds quantification will fully cover
weights and numbers of finds by OP and context with a clear statement for
specialists on the degree of apparent residuality observed.

 Metal finds will be x-rayed if appropriate and coins will be x-rayed if necessary for
identification. Sensitive finds will be conserved if necessary and deposited in
bags/boxes suitable for long term storage to Institute for Conservation (ICON)
standards. All coins will be identified to a standard acceptable to normal numismatic
research.

 Environmental samples will be processed and assessed in accordance with English
Heritage guidance (Campbell et al 2011).

 A full monitoring report summarising all the findings and containing a full assessment
of all finds and samples will be produced, consistent with the principles of MoRPHE
(Historic England 2015), to a scale commensurate with the archaeological results. A
draft digital copy will be submitted to SCCAS for approval within 6 months of
completion of fieldwork. The report will contain all appropriate scale plans and
sections. The report will include a statement as to the value and significance of the
results in the context of the Regional Research Framework for the East of England
(Brown and Glazebrook, 2000, Medlycott 2011).  The report will form the basis for
full discharge of the relevant condition.



 The report will include a summary in the established format for inclusion in the
annual ‘Archaeology in Norfolk’ section of Norfolk Archaeology, the journal of the
Norfolk & Norwich Archaeological Society.

 On approval a digital .pdf on CD/DVD, and a printed and bound copy of the report,
will be submitted to the County HER. An unbound copy of the report will be included
with the project archive. A digital and fully georeferenced vector plan showing the
monitored area, compatible with MapInfo software, will also be supplied.

 A digital .pdf copy of the approved report will be supplied to the client, together with
our final invoice for outstanding fees. Printed and bound copies will be supplied on
request.

 The online OASIS form for the project will be completed and a .pdf version of the
report uploaded to the OASIS website for online publication by the Archaeological
Data Service. A copy of the completed project OASIS form will be included as an
appendix.

 The project archive, consisting of the complete artefactual assemblage, and all
paper and digital records, will be deposited in the SACIC Archaeological Store at
Needham within 6 months of completion of fieldwork, or with any suitable depository
nominated by NCCHES that is currently accepting archaeological archives. The
project archive will be consistent with MoRPHE (Historic England 2015) and ICON
guidelines.

 A form transferring ownership of the archive to SACIC, or the receiving depository as
appropriate, will be completed and included in the project archive.

 If the client, on completion of the project, does not agree to deposit the archive with,
and transfer ownership to, SACIC or receiving depository, they will be expected to
either nominate another suitable depository approved by NCCHES or provide as
necessary for additional recording of the finds archive (such as photography and
illustration) and analysis. A duplicate copy of the written archive in such
circumstances would be deposited with the Norfolk HER.

 Exceptions from the above include material covered by the Treasure Act which will
be reported and submitted to the appropriate authorities, and human skeletal
remains which will be stored within the archive until a decision is reached upon their
long term future, i.e. reburial or permanent storage.
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