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11th – 14th Centuries AD

Early urban development
Following the dramatic events of the early 11th century,
occupation of the site continued well into the 14th century. This
period of time is represented primarily by a large number of pits
that were dug into the ground in addition to faint plot
boundaries for tenements. It is likely that these are evidence for
the first occupied building plots along St Giles.

The area of the former henge and mass grave are markedly
avoided in the early medieval period, possibly indicating the
inhabitants’ awareness of previous events. However, as time
progresses into the 13th century the area of the henge is still
generally avoided, but not as scrupulously as before. By the
14th century the area’s population appears to have thinned as
very little archaeological evidence of this date has been
discovered on the site.

Pits and boundaries
Much of the evidence for activity during the 11th - 14th centuries came
from the western part of the site with the majority of the earlier features
being severely truncated by later pits. This abundance of pits has been
interpreted as evidence of domestic activity with many of them being used
as rubbish pits. These features may have been dug for domestic purposes
and the gravely spoil used elsewhere for surfacing paths and roads. Pit
digging seems to have been at its most prolific during the 13th century with
a large concentration along the western side of the site.

Throughout this period it is possible to make out linear gullies that extend
at right angles back from St Giles and are likely to have marked early
property boundaries. As time progresses, these boundaries appear to start
being delineated by strips of undisturbed ground, i.e. where pits have not
been dug, rather than gullies. Study of archaeological evidence from
elsewhere and historic maps of Oxford suggest that medieval tenements
consisted of a building on the street frontage with a courtyard and stone-
lined well at the rear and cess pits at the far end of the property. Due to the
distance between the excavation site and the present St Giles and
Banbury Road it is likely that any 13th century buildings which may have
existed have been buried or destroyed during the construction of the
current buildings on the street frontage.

Reflections in rubbish
Clues relating to the people who lived in the tenements that were
excavated were discovered in the pits, many of which had been used for
the disposal of domestic refuse. This rubbish consisted mainly of pottery
and animal bones. Animal species identified include cattle, sheep, goat, pig
and horse as well as dog, cat, domestic fowl and fish. These most likely
represent elements of the local diet as well as domestic pets although the
large number of cattle horn cores that were found in Plot B/Plot 3 suggest
that this may be the location of a specialist butcher or horner producing
horn for use as a raw material.

The pottery recovered from the site which dates to the medieval period
consisted of a range of styles and functions with domestic items such as
jugs, jars, a hollow handled skillet (below) and a fragment of cauldron
being found. An unusually large quantity of lamps and bottles were
discovered in features dating the 13th to 14th century phase and suggest
that there may have been some sort of educational establishment or
similar on the site at this time, possibly associated with the now-defunct
Durham College. The amounts of pottery found from various phases give
clues about the economic and social history of Oxford at the time. A large
number (3010) of sherds of pottery were recovered dating to the early 13th
to 14th centuries, something which probably reflects the economic boom
that Oxford was seeing at the time as a result of the wool trade. The
successive 14th century phase only yielded 91 sherds and in appears to
be indicative of the break in trade and economic decline caused by the
Black Death.

Other finds of note dating to the medieval period include part of a Roman
copper alloy steelyard (above) that was found on the surface of the henge
ditch. This object has survived in remarkable condition complete with some
of its wire fittings. The circular protrusions on one end held weights on wire
hooks, the different positions allowing for more or less weight to be added
and enabling it to be used to accurately weigh out gold, spices or drugs.
The Roman steelyard has enjoyed a particularly long existence, with the
same concept still being in use today, explaining why this example has
been found in a medieval context.

Phases 4 – 7
The Medieval Period

Below: The site as it changes through time (l to r): 11th-12th century, 13th century, 14th-15th century. The 13th century explosion in pit digging can clearly be seen.


