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To

those unfamiliar with the topography of Oxford,
travelling into the city via the A34, past the retail parks
fringing the Botley Road, it may be imperceptible that
you have just crossed the floodplain of the River Thames
– along the embanked causeway of the former Botley
Turnpike or the ‘Seven Bridges’ Road. If you came from the
south, you may have travelled via Abingdon Road along
the line of the Grandpont, a causeway of stone arches
that once stretched for over a mile across hay meadows,
streams and osier beds – a vast lake in times of flood.
From the east, you will have crossed the Cherwell over
Magdalen Bridge, and then up the High towards Carfax.

T he old medieval city of Oxford with its Norman castle

is located on a gravel promontory at the confluence of
the Rivers Thames and Cherwell, surrounded on three
sides by water. Beyond the immediate urban expanse, lie
floodplain meadows and a complex network of meandering
streams, canals and backwater channels. Further
beyond, the floodplain gives way to the steep slopes
of the Corallian Ridge, with petrifying and ochre laden
springs issuing from sinkholes, through deep woodland
ravines, occasionally pooling to form small alkaline fens.

T hese

watery places have provided inspiration for
endless literary musings, folklore, and for some, such as
St Margaret’s Well in Binsey, places of pilgrimage. In the
medieval period the mendicant friars tapped these springs,
laying networks of aqueducts across the floodplain to
their religious houses to avoid using the sewage laden
stinking waters of the city. The 17th century Carfax Conduit
served a similar purpose for the town and colleges.

Oxford in flood-time from Old Botley by William Turner (1789-1862)

Within

the modern city the once more prominent
topography is muted beneath metres of urban make-up,
extending onto the fringes of the low-lying floodplain watercourses have been canalised, diverted, and in places
culverted underground. Archaeological investigations
throughout the city, mostly related to developer-funded
work, provide windows into Oxford’s hidden landscapes.
Usually, the footprint of these individual investigations is
quite small, but each provides a piece of the jigsaw that helps
understand the relationships between the wider natural and
cultural landscapes and how these changed through time.

M apping palaeochannels and floodplain islands buried
beneath a thick blanket of river alluvium and urban makeup, tracing mill channels, potential routeways and crossing
points are some of the key aims of geoarchaeological
investigations currently being carried out across the city and
its hinterland. Several recent large projects have provided
the opportunity to add significantly to our knowledge in
this respect, through the drilling of boreholes, deposit
modelling, geophysical survey, LiDAR and GIS analysis,
evaluation and excavation, coupled with a programme
of radiocarbon dating and palaeoenvironmental analysis.

A mongst

these sites are the proposed Oxford Flood
Alleviation Scheme, the Westgate Centre, Pembroke
College, Luther Terrace, Paradise Street (the old Cooper
Callas building) and various sites along St Aldates. These
sites preserve organic remains and timber in anaerobic
waterlogged conditions, in places dating back to the
Mesolithic period, with the chronology continuing
into the later prehistoric and historic periods as Oxford
developed into a market town, regional centre and seat
of learning. These investigations have provided a unique
opportunity to study large areas of the western floodplain
and wetland edge on the south side of the city and we look
forward to building on previous research by synthesising
the results into an over-arching and engaging narrative.

