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Introduction 
 
This report details the results of the archaeological investigation undertaken at Coleshill House 

during the week Sunday 3 July ï Thursday 7 July 2011.  For this first week of fieldwork it was 

agreed with the National Trust that a number of invasive trenches could be opened up, along with 

some further metal detecting and surveying.  In addition an assessment of the pit known as the 

'Ammo Dump' was undertaken with a view to future stabilisation work.  The map below shows the 

structure locations within the Coleshill estate (see Features Register in Appendix B for list of 

structures).

 

Sector 1 work 
 

Building on the clearance work started in January the team continued investigating the concrete 

structural remains located in Sector 1.  Some of the structures required further clearance and 

others that had not been looked at in January, needed to be cleared completely.  Those structures 
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that had been cleared during the earlier work in 2011 now had a series of small trenches opened 

up next to them.  It was hoped that this invasive investigation would provide information regarding 

the construction and original use of the structural remains. 

 

Structure 1 (also known as the MT ramp) 

Consisting of two large concrete plinths that run at approximately 35°, it has always been thought 

that this structure was a motor vehicle ramp.  The two plinths are 4.40m long, by 0.43m wide, by 

1.3m high, and they sit 0.44m apart.  The area between the two plinths has, over time, become full 

of loose soil and vegetative matter.  The key task for this structure therefore was to clear the area 

between the two plinths.  The initial accumulation layer of soil and vegetative matter was fairly 

loose and easily removed.   

 

The accumulation layer was approximately 0.19m at the southern end of the concrete plinths, 

deepening to approximately 0.80m at the northern end.  Once cleared a hard concrete surface was 

revealed, believed to be the floor of the vehicle inspection pit.  In-between the two concrete plinths, 

about half way along, several large pieces of broken concrete were uncovered as the accumulation 

layer was cleared away.  These ranged in size from 0.31 x 0.16 x 0.23m to 0.50 x 0.45 x 0.22m.  

Due to the size and weight of these it was impossible to remove them and the clearance activity 

continued around them.  Another large piece of concrete was discovered at the northern end of the 

structure, this along with the looseness of the vegetative matter made it impossible to clear right to 

the end of the concrete plinths.  Clearance therefore stopped 0.12 ï 0.27m before the northern end 

of the concrete plinths.   

 

The plinths were constructed from concrete 

containing small rounded aggregate (less than 

20mm) and horizontal ópourô lines were visible on 

the vertical surface. These may be evidence of 

shuttering that was used as a form for the 

concrete.  A 0.015m layer of ridged concrete (see 

photo to left) has then been laid on the top of the 

plinths. At the southern end of the concrete 

plinths, several steel reinforcing rods (0.03-0.04m 

long) protruded from the top face of the plinths. 

 

 

 

Photo 1: Structure 1 - close-up of reinforcing rods & ridges in 
concrete, facing south (Photo No. CH07-11-0265)    



5 

 

Significant finds 

A variety of finds were discovered at Structure 1 including good evidence for motor vehicle 

maintenance (see no's 117 ï 140 below) and a possible oddity (Find no 138 below).  An exterior 

óTrebleô knob (Find No. 120) was also found in amongst the build-up of matter in between the 

concrete plinths. 

 

¶ No. 117 - Engine cylinder head gasket fragment. 

¶ No. 118 - Automotive electrical junction box. 

¶ No. 140 - Ceramic vent for a lead-acid vehicle battery, manufactured by Lucas. 

¶ No. 138 - Part of a clear glass lens, possibly from an airfield runway light (maybe attributable to 

the Auxiliaries). 

 

 

Photo 2: Find 140 ï Ceramic battery vent (Photo No. CH07-11- 0168) 

 

Conclusion 

The large pieces of concrete that were found between the plinths are thought to be part of a ramp 

used to drive vehicles up onto the plinths.  The ramp would have been attached to the plinths at 

their northern end.  Further evidence to support the idea that vehicles were driven in from the north 

is the steel reinforcing rods located at the southern end of both plinths.  Now bent over, but 

originally sitting upright in the top of the plinths, these rods possibly supported a concrete stop 

plate to ensure vehicles did not drive too far.  The ridges in the concrete on the top of both plinths 

would have provided traction for any vehicle that was driven onto the structure.  The vehicle parts 

that were collected also suggest this structure was related to vehicle centred activity.  This may 
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have been vehicle maintenance or could have been as a teaching aid for instruction in acts of 

vehicle sabotage. 

 

Structure 2 (also known as the Generator room) 

The clearance work carried out in January 2011 had not provided any clues as to the original 

function of the two concrete plinths.  It was therefore decided to open up two trenches by these 

structural remains; the first just north of the eastern concrete plinth (Trench 1) and the second 

around the eastern of the two concrete plinths (Trench 5) ï see Drawing No. 10 in Appendix A. 

 

Trench 1 ï the topsoil (which varied in depth from 0.05m ï 0.12m) was removed and a layer of 

rubble (1.2) was uncovered across the full area of the trench.  Made up of medium lumps of 

broken-up concrete, rocks and some small pieces of brick, in a dark brown sandy soil, this layer 

extended beyond the limits of excavation in all directions.  This rubble layer was removed, as was 

the layer of dark friable soil (1.3) that sat below it, again across the full extent of the trench.  Below 

context (1.3) were a compacted layer of clunch (rough chalk rubble or building blocks) (1.4) and a 

light brown dirty clay (1.5).  Located only on the western side of Trench 1, the clunch layer runs the 

full width of the trench (1m), runs 1.10m ï 1.28m into the trench from the western side and extends 

beyond the trench in a northerly, southerly and westerly direction.  Context (1.5), the dirty clay, sat 

at the eastern end of Trench 1 and was 0.60m ï 0.75m long.  Again it ran for the full 1m, width of 

the trench and extended beyond the trench boundaries to the north, east and south.  Investigation 

at the juncture between the two contexts showed that the clunch sits on top of the clay and has 

therefore been laid down at some point in the past.   

 

Trench 5 ï here the topsoil was removed to a depth of between 0.04m ï 0.13m south of the 

eastern concrete plinth, and between 0.04m ï 0.07m north of the plinth.  Below this were a rubble 

layer (5.2), similar in composition to that found in Trench 1 (1.2) that sat to the north and west of 

the concrete plinth, and also an orange brown sandy clay (5.4) that was located south and east of 

the plinth.  The rubble layer was removed, as it had been in Trench 1, and below it was a dark 

friable soil, similar to context (1.3) in Trench 1.  Excavated to a depth of approximately 0.14m this 

context was not fully removed. 

 

Trench 1 extension ï the layer of clunch (1.4) that had been uncovered in Trench 1 was not found 

in Trench 5, so it was decided to dig a 0.5m wide sondage from the western end of the south side 

of Trench 1 to connect with Trench 5, to see how far this context continued.  Below the topsoil, both 

the rubble layer (1.2) and the friable soil (1.3) continued across the full dimensions of the sondage.  

The clunch layer (1.4) also continued south out of Trench 1 and along the sondage towards Trench 

5.  However it stopped approximately 0.30m from the northern edge of Trench 5 and again appears 

to overlie clay.  There were three potential stake holes (all approximately 0.07m diameter) located 
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within this layer in the sondage (see Drawing No. 10 in Appendix A for locations). 

 

Significant finds 

A 3d coin, dated 1933, was found in the topsoil of Trench 1.   All other finds came from contexts 

1.1, 1.2, 5.1 & 5.2 but none were significantly dateable. 

 

Conclusion 

The rubble layer that was located in Trench 1 (1.2), through the sondage and north of the concrete 

plinth in Trench 5 (5.2), has been interpreted as a dumping/collapse layer consisting of elements of 

the broken-up structure, and as such is likely to be post WWII.  The clunch layer (1.4) yielded no 

dating evidence and did not appear to have any direct relationship with the eastern concrete plinth, 

it sits below the rubble layer which suggests that it is pre WWII.  Maps from the 18 th century 

indicate that the road alignment from Coleshill to Farringdon may have been located here.  The 

sandy clay (5.4) could be part of a formation deposit for the concrete revetment that appears to 

surround the exterior of the structural remains.  During the investigation of this area, no further 

structural remains were found and we do not have any new information that will help us understand 

whether or not these structural remains were originally part of a Generator Room. 

 

Structure 3 (also known as the Ammo dump) 

A risk assessment of this feature was carried out by Mike Dolamore (one of the project EOD 

officers).  His report is as follows: 

 

The feature known as the óAmmo dumpô is a large pit in the ground, approximately 2.5m wide by 

3.5m long by 2.5m deep, with the long sides facing north and south. The pit has near vertical sides 

on Faces A, B and C, whilst Face D tapers up to ground level at an approximate angle of 45 

degrees, permitting access (see photo overleaf).  Two large trees sit close to the corners of Faces 

A-B and A- C with their root systems protruding from the faces.  The ground structure appears to 

consist of 0.5m of soil overlying weathered stone.  Sheets of ówriggly tinô are visible at the base of 

Face A, although it is unknown if those are contemporary with the construction of the pit or later 

additions.  The bottom of the pit contains some soil infill, leaves, branches and other general 

detritus.  Some rotten plywood boarding has also been noted laid horizontally at the bottom, 

perhaps in a previous attempt to prevent infill of features below this. The deteriorated remains of 

modern camouflage netting are visible in places on Face A.  
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Photo 3: Structure 3 ï general view 

 

The pit has been partially excavated at some point and items of Nissen Hut furniture (stove pipes 

etc.) have been recovered.  This suggests that the pit has at some point been used as a 

convenient place to dispose of demolition debris from the site. It is likely therefore that other items 

found on the site (including munitions) that required quick disposal may have been thrown into the 

pit (indeed this may be the reason why the pit has become known as the óAmmo Dumpô as 

opposed to any actual original use as a place to store munitions). 

 

The pit is currently in a stable condition with the root systems of the trees acting as a living 

framework to prevent significant collapse of Face A.  The top lips of Faces B and C have already 

been slightly cut back by natural weathering.  Surface clearance of the detritus from the pit floor to 

ascertain exactly what detailed excavation may or may not be necessary could be undertaken 

safely, without any risk of collapse, by a team consisting of two people (no more and two required 

for mutual safety) wearing safety helmets and lines. The tops of Faces B and C could be further cut 

back to prevent any risk of top collapse from these sides if required.  The most dangerous side is 

Face A and whilst ócutbackô of the top lip is advisable in most cases it is not recommended here as 

this would interfere with the tree root systems that are currently helping to stabilize that side and 

would probably cause instability rather than helping to stop any possible collapse.  An area 2m 

around the top of the pit would need to be marked off as an exclusion zone to prevent ókick-inô of 

material onto the heads of those working in the pit.  If any further excavation other than preliminary 

surface clearance is required then it is recommended that Face A be shored up with a sheet of 

heavy duty plywood, braced back into the slope of Face D.  Any work within the pit would require a 

surface supervisor in addition to the two diggers and the presence of a qualified Explosive 

Ordnance Disposal person.  The cutting of steps into Face D to aid entry and exit is recommended 
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as a preliminary requirement to any other work taking place.  Spoil from excavations would need to 

be deposited at least 3m from the pit and not close to the top of Face D, as has clearly happened 

in previous attempts to dig it. 

 

Conclusion 

It is recommended that some stabilisation work is undertaken on this structure and we would be 

happy to discuss this with the National Trust. 

 

Structure 5 (also known as Hut 1) 

After the clearance work done on this structure in January, it was decided to open a trench (Trench 

2) around the NW corner of the concrete base.  This trench was approximately 1m x 1m around 

the two sides, and 0.75m out from the concrete base (see Drawing No. 1 in Appendix A).  Once the 

topsoil was removed across the full area of the trench a compacted gravel surface (2.2) could be 

seen that extended beyond the limits of excavation of the trench.  It was agreed that we could 

extend the trench to the west by a metre.  Once this was cleared of topsoil (which was 

approximately 0.035m deep) it could be seen that the gravel surface continued across most of the 

extension, but sloped away at the south-west end of the trench.  There was also a small burnt area 

(approximately 0.30m wide) in the north-west corner of the trench. 

 

Starting up against the western side of the concrete base, the compacted gravel layer was 

removed to reveal a layer of hard core rubble (2.3).  Ranging in size from 0.05m to 0.20m across, 

this hard core abuts the concrete base and continues for approximately 0.50m to the west.  It is 

believed that this rubble has been used as backfill to fill up the shallow depression cut into the 

ground for the concrete base to be laid into.  The gravel has then been laid on top and compacted 

down to create a flat surface to walk on outside the building. 
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Photo 4: Trench 2 ï view of completed trench, facing north-east (Photo No. CH-07-11-0014) 

  

On the east side of the concrete platform, a piece of metal pipe was observed protruding from the 

ground at 3.95m from the north-east corner and 0.13m from the eastern edge. To investigate this, a 

small test pit (Trench 2.10) was opened up measuring 0.2m x 0.2m, with the aim of ascertaining if 

the pipe was used to carry services to the hut.  The trench was enlarged to 0.6m x 0.4m, taken 

down to a depth of 0.3m and the pipe was removed from the trench. It was apparent that the pipe 

was not connected to further pipe work of any sort, and it appeared to have been just driven into 

the ground. 

 

Significant finds 

Context 2.3 produced a fragment of white clay tobacco pipe stem.  Trench 2.10 yielded up a 

galvanised iron water pipe (Find No 237) and a park railing stand (Find No 238).  It is possible that 

these were recycled as electrical earth-rods for this building. 

 

Conclusion  

The evidence observed would imply the following construction methodology for this hut base: 

¶ Prior to construction ground clearance and removal of some of the topsoil took place.  This 

was to a depth of 125mm and extended 500mm beyond the edges of the intended hut 

base. 

¶ No gravel or hard core binding was laid prior to construction.   
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¶ Small stake holes were dug around the area identified for construction.  Stakes were driven 

in to each of these holes and levelled with each other.   

¶ Base plates were then fixed across the top of the stakes and once again levelled, then the 

ground inside the stakes was levelled.   

¶ Plywood shuttering was then nailed to the exterior of the base plate, and variously held in 

position by nailing to the stakes, or some hard core.  Where shuttering was nailed, the base 

is slightly under cut, where hard core was used the edges are more vertical.  Both of these 

approaches to holding the shuttering are evident on this base hut.   

¶ Concrete was then poured inside the shuttering perimeter and levelled with the top of the 

base plate.   

¶ Finally the ground surface around the base of the hut was levelled off using gravel and hard 

core; it is presumed this last task would have been done prior to the hut being constructed 

onto the concrete base as this would give an easier surface for construction crews to work 

on. 

Based upon a working knowledge of this type of construction from one of the team who was 

working in this trench, it can be estimated that the hut base would have taken 6 men, 1 day to 

complete.  The lack of any form of gravel binding under the hut base implies that the hut was not 

viewed as being a long term structure, and that it was built either in a hurry, or with a lack of 

suitable materials.  The presence of what appeared to be an earthing rod (in Trench 2.10) suggests 

that there was an electrical power supply to this hut.  The varied approaches to securing the lower 

edge of the shuttering implies that either there were not sufficient materials available to work 

consistently or that the construction was hurried. 

 

Structure 6 (also known as Hut 2) 

This concrete platform had been partially cleared during the January evaluation weekend.  Over 

the course of the July field week volunteers cleared the build-up of vegetative matter and piles of 

rubble from the rest of the platform.   A huge task, it was initially decided to clear two 1m wide 

strips running north-south and east-west (forming a cross) across the centre of the platform.  This 

then created four quadrants that could be tackled in a more manageable way.  The National Trust 

forester assisted us by removing the small trees that had grown up on the platform.  Two patches 

could not be cleared due to roots from established trees; one on the western side and one on the 

northern side, but in all approximately 95% of the concrete platform was cleared. 

 

The rectangular post holes that had been noted in January and were located on the southern edge 

of the platform were investigated further.  The second hole from the east corner (post hole 2) was 

measured and found to be 0.16m east-to-west and 0.23m north-to-south.  The sides of the hole 

sloped inwards to a depth of 0.11m and the dimensions at the bottom were 0.065m east-to-west 
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and 0.11m north-to-south.  On itsô southern side at the bottom there was a semi-circular niche, 

0.085m across.  It appears that the holes were cut through the concrete down onto a hard sandy 

layer.  It is possible that this sandy layer was laid down as a levelling layer prior to the concrete 

being poured.  The post holes, which sat approximately 2.28m apart, were not uniform in size and 

shape (some sloped more than others).  This, along with chisel marks inside one of the holes is 

evidence that they were handmade after the platform had been poured.  The second hole 

contained traces of metal in the semi-circular niche.  Was this a pin to wedge a wooden post in 

place in the main part of the post hole?  On the northern edge of the platform four post holes were 

uncovered (the final two being underneath the vegetation that was not removed), all were located 

directly opposite a post hole on the southern edge. 

 

 

Photo 5: Structure 6 - southern edge, Post hole 2 (Photo No. CH07-11-0117) 

 

The March Interim Report noted evidence of corrugated metal having been used as part of the 

building construction.  These 'wiggly' markings in the concrete are located on both the northern and 

southern long sides of the platform and it is likely that the metal sheets were supported by the 

posts located in the six post holes that run along these lengths.  In all locations where the 'wiggly' 

lines are situated there are also drips of bitumen (see photo on next page), suggesting that this 

was used to seal the bottom of the metal walls to protect the building from damp.  In places the 

bitumen runs over patches of white and red paint.  Was the outside of the building painted? 
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Photo 6: Structure 6 ï evidence of corrugated sheeting & bitumen (Photo No. CH07-11-0128) 

 

Approximately 0.50m in from the edge of the main platform there is a crack in the concrete.  This 

was noted in January, but now that the majority of the platform has been cleared it can be seen 

that this crack runs all the way around the platform at about the same distance on all four sides.  

The concrete gully that runs around the outside of the structure was cleaned further and it's 

dimensions can now be seen clearer than when it was initially looked at in January.  The north-east 

corner was reviewed and the gully (which is wider at the top than it is at the bottom) is 0.10m at the 

top and 0.05m at the bottom.  It was also found to sit at slightly different heights below the level of 

the concrete platform and pathway on the northern and eastern sides.  On the northern side the 

gully sits 0.12m below the level of the concrete platform and 0.036m below the level of the outer 

pathway.  On the eastern side it sits 0.17m below the level of the concrete platform and 0.07m 

below the level of the outer pathway.  The north and south sides show that the gully may have 

been painted with bitumen, however it is more likely that these patches are run-off from sealing the 

edges of the metal sheets. 

 

Once cleared a series of pale white lines (approximately 0.10m wide) could be seen across the 

surface of the concrete platform.  At various intervals there were gaps (of 0.80m) in these lines 

and, coinciding with the positions of these gaps, there were shallow depressions in the concrete.  

There are lots of scratches on the surface of the concrete platform and in places there are blobs of 

reddish brown and green paint.   

 

It appears that there are two possible external doorways, one on the east side and one on the 

west.  On the east side a gap in the white lines of 0.81m coincided with two shallow depressions in 






































































