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EXCAVATT0NS AT GRrM'S DITCH, CHARLBURy, 1985.

by JOHN LANGE AND ANNE FOSTER.

This repo'rt u*u*ir9s the excavation results of work carried out
on two lihear earthworks of the North 0xfordshire Grirn's Ditch.
Although findings provided no datable evidence for the consEruc-
tion period of the ditches nor their environmental setting, a

relative chronology r,\¡as established and an approximate t terninus
antequemt for both during the late lst,CenEury B.C. and late lst
Century 4.D.. This is discussed in relation to other sections
taken of the Grimts Ditch compl-ex.

I NTRODUCTION

Rescue excavations \./ere carried out by memebers of the 0xford
Archeological UniÈ on an exposed stretch of the North 0xford-
shire Grimfs Ditch in Charlbury Quarry, prior to its planned
extension. The extant earthworks v¡ere. first recognised by

Copeland in 1.982 based on place name ánd aerial photographic
evidence. Tfil&1ater identified the course of the ditch as being
south-west àîHif l Farn (SP37052020 PRN8912). An i11 def ined
but continuous dark mark was observed running from Ditchley Road

to a point easL-north-east of Sandford Mount. The line of the
bank and ditch are still visible along the Charbury Ditchley
Road and may amount for th,e angled bend in the road heading
north-east to Hill Farm r,¡hereupon it appears to cut an Iron Age

crop-mark site (SP37452050 PRNi3217). Beyond uhe farm all trace
of the earthwork disappears due to ploughing and is only disern-
able again west -of Model Farm

The siEe occupie.s a ridge of high ground north-east of Charbury.
_t \g ¡4¡d¡f. ¡¡^6...-ôrþ¡¡^â.L+._m*-ìSa*ns a souÈh-westerly slope until approximately 130 ft
whereupon it breaks sharply down to Lhe river Evenlode. The

choice of locat,ion nay not h.ave been purely defensive as the
scarcity of surface water on the 0olitic limesEone, which forms
the greater parr of ,n" 'Ètif geology of the area, must have ma'de
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access
soils
naffO\4/

zinas

and perhaps conrrot of rhe Evenlode imporranr]T;y
are typíca1 of Dipslope plateau sites, seperated by
valleys, consisting rnainly of fine to clay, brown rend-

and calcareous soils (Grade fl.l-)2.

I

As a result of quarry stripping, two soil fil1ed linear features
r/ere discovered cutting through the upper cornbrash courses of
the Taynton lirnestone (Figure l ). Aly trace of t.he bank within
the subsoil layers, v¡ou1d have been removed and consequenÈ1y
excavation was confined Èo examinj-ng the dÍtches. ploughing
had obscurred any physical indications of the bank and ditch
beyond the limits of the excavation, slthough copeland did obs-
erve a soil fi11ed ditch profile in the north-east quarry face,
1m deep and 2.7n wide wirh a rounded borrom (sp3691191):

Given the limitation of time and resources the immediaEe ai-m was
to establish the relationship between t.he two ditches, to seek a
chronology and to reLrieve any databl-e maEeriall culturô¡Land
environmental evidence from suitable diagnosLic contexts. More-
over it lvas essenÈia1 to correlate the fi.ndings at Charlbury
with those fro¡n other samples of the North 0xfordshire Grim's
Dirch

THE EXCAVATION

A series of 6 profiles were cut across the ditches. rn plan,
ditch (A) followed an appr,oxinate north-east to south-west course
for 60 metres with an average width of 2.15 metres. Ditch (B)
maintained a ¡nore curved east-wesL orientation until it even-
tual-1y intercepted and crossed ditch (A), (Sp36g62065). Although
uniform in cornposiËion neither ditch proved to be continuous and
effectively terminated at Lheir southern most extents. Several
associated features hrere also deÈected running paral1e1 and at
oþique angles Lo t.he main course of the earthworks.

TRENCH F4 (SP36962065)

16¡;f'"ectioned area consisted of a trench 3.8 x 1.1 metres which
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revealed only the h¡estern profÍ1e of dítch (A). It was charact-
erised by a flat bottomed ditch, 1 metre wide r¿ith a corres'ponding
depth (Figure I Section 1). As exemplified in F1 no indication
of silting prior to its rapid back filling was observed. The

unj-form fÍ11 of loose and compacted cornbrash was sealed by a

layer of soil and cornbrash pebbles. The eastern profile had been

obliterated, clearly as a result of ditch (A) beJ-ng cut by ditch
(B). A broad band of primary silt accumulated on t.he outer edge

of ditch (B) before the proccess of backfilling was repeated. The

primary fill uras leveEed off briefly before a rapid secondary fill
of finer material was deposited on top. The upp.er levels of the
ditch fill $rere re-cut by soil layer 4. The latter represents
a continuation of a feature recognised in F2 and F6 although not
obviously apparenL in F3. It appeared to fo11ow the main course
of ditch (B), adheri-ng closely to its north-eastern edge for 40

metres. a narrow, oblique feature (Bl) was associated with the
above and deliberately cut the cornbrash surface to feed direct-
1y iirto the re-cut of F2. To the north-easL it disappeared
beneath the quarrt ffie and f ield boundary.

TABLE 1

F4 DESCRIPTION OF LAYERS

LAYER DESCRIPTION. INTERPRETATION
ij

1t Angulated pieces of cornbrash
at varj-ous degrees of com-
paction. Average size 10 cm
in length and 5 cmm in width.

Primary fill for
ditch (B).

Secondary fí11.
0verliesland5but
conternporaneous with
1.

Primary silt for
ditch (B).

Primary silt after
recut of 2.

Primary fill deposit
for ditch (A)

2

3

4

5

Sna1l rounded
bles within a
brown soil.

cornbrash
sandy lig

peb-
hr

Yellow/brown fine grain si1t.

Dark brown fine grain soil/
si1t.

Large angulated pieces of
cornbrash, 1os1y compacted,
becoming sandier at lower
levels.
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TRENCH F5 tsplotg2oro)

The sectíoned area consisted of 2 dj-Lches that abutted but did
not intercept, running para11e1 in a north-east., sout.h.-west
dÍrection. The eastern ditch appears to be a continuation of
ditch (al with the same sequence and position of layers as that
found on F1. rt is characterised by a flat bottomed ditch of

roJ"e- ''f 4r-ornb r'áh -

80 cm wide'and 96 cm

but is seperated from
This formed a primary

deep. Once again the fill is predominaEely
the eastern face of. the ditch by layer 4.
silt deposit. derived from the dense red

lay directly on top of the natural cornbrash.
ßSî*i"¿ t" Ft and in orher secrions ar Kj.ddin gton

clay loam
This r{as

that
a1 sot and Model Farm, where it was described by Harden as a pre Grimfs

Ditch cultivation layer.@.

To the h¡est \¡/as a sma11er, steep sided, f 1at bottomed ditch 7O cm

deep and 7O cm wide containing a primary silt deposit of 1ight,
a

ye11ow brown soil with a uniforn secondary fill of cornbrash

- and soil. This was Q-noma131s wiËh F3 and may be a continuarion
of ditch'(B) although this could not be substantiat.ed. Borh
ditches were re-cut by a shallow trenih represented by soil layer
1. This probably belongs to the same group of later linear
features associated with Èhe re-cuting of dit.ch (B) and running
parallel wirh ditch (A),'

t (4à
ditch couldThe smaller have b€æã served as a(

a pala\tde but ev i dence was insufficient to
' ui.ty. Moreover the suggested t Vr shaped puf uË

Blenheim and Model Farm, Harden was unable to
or not they h¡ere conÈempory or later than the

bedding trench for
confirm any contin-
ade trenches at
determine whether
maín earthworks.

TABLE 2 (Please turn over.)
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TABLE 2

F5 DESCRTPTION OF LAYERS

DESCR IPT ION

Yel1ow/brown fine grain soi1,
with cornbrash pebbles.

Angulated and rounded pieces
of cornbrash within a light
brown fine/medium grain soi1.

Angulated pieces of cornbrash
of various sizes, 1oos1y com-
pacted within a fine brown
soi1.
Red, clay, silt with small
rounded black pebbles.

I NTERPRETATION

Primary silt for
re-cut of 3 and 2

Primary fill for
I^lest dÍtch..

Primary fill for
dirch (A).

Primary silt from
red clay 1oam.

2

3

4I

I

THE FINDS

THE POTTERY

Noqfof the pottery hras determinate enough to re-pay illustraÈion
but nevertheless provides an approxinate indication of the period
at which both ditches fell into disuss.. rFrom an uDDer soil
layer of F1, one sherd of lare rron aged:ffis discouåie¿ along wirh
2 furÈher sherds in the secondary f irl io\r F3, one' body and õrre
rj-m of Roman, 0xfordshire ware dated approximately to the late
lst Century A.D.

ENVI RONMENTAL

Several pieces of charcoal, identífied as oak, hrere
the lower 1eve1s of rhe pti*ury ditch fill from F4,
was considered insufficient for dating purposes.

located in
ditch (B) bur

LAND USE

Thomas Priders map of 176I, showed that a high proportion of the
open or common fields remaining !/ere on higher ground to the east
of charbury. Ditchley lrlay Furlong, where the site is situated,
I{¡as divided into strips, some of which were orientated in' s norÈh-
east, south-west direction aild adjoining Mackeralshire Furlong
to the south. Thrift Furlong to Ehe east suggesLs woodland and
may have been part of Lees Rest l.rtood.
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The Jesse Clifford version
shows that few of the open
stockproof boundaries were
the re-use of ditch (B) and
just such a purpose.

of the Charlbury Tithe Ì,fap of l84B
fields remained and more pernanent,

prefe.ud.6 This may help to explain
other associated linear features for

The red brashy soils are well suited for crop production,
ecially corn. Despite beÍng free draining the underlying
stone retains sufficient quantities of moÍsture for health
allowing for easy rand management and cultivation. All ofactors contribute to the agricultural importance of the

esp-
1 ime-

y growth
f these
area

e-
ions
a

o
enclosed by Grimrs Ditch which rvould have supported a mixture ofarable, pasture and woodland.

DISCUSSION

Thus from Lhe field evidence, a chronology courd be estabrished
wher'eby ditch (A) experienced rapid backfilling perhaps in rhelater part of t.he First century B.c. before being re-cut by asecond phase ditch of sirnilar dimensions, design and composition.This became disused in the late FirsË'Century A.D. and was re_cutby a later field or livestock boundary. These factors may suggestthat phase 2 (ditch (B) ) u¡as consequenÈ on the destruct.ion ofphase 1, (Ditch (A) ) , and'may þave been ultimat.ely responsible
for it" abandonnent. rf r{e assume ditch (A) rs a continuation
of an early phase of 'Grimrs Dyke ít compares favourably in prop-

:ttlons 
and conpositions to other examples at Model Farm, Kidding-

ton', and dyke c at ca11ow Hi118, suggesting that their construc-
tion was 

*?a of a unif ied scheme of earrhworks. . All examples
showed the bank and ditch to be discontinuous and índicated alate rron Age date for the earthworks. Evidence from the ditchfi1ls at each section demonstrated that they had b een deliberat

contrast sect
testified to
Moreover the

1y backfilled s oon after construction. By way ofç from Blenhei 9 0 11

t

long period of silring
topography of the south
of the north in its use

and Mongewell all
and the ditch to be uncut.
0xfordshire Grimts Ditch differs from Lha
of both upland and lowland regions.

m, 1{

ç

l.
, . r'.! , -'. ì, ,',"t\

f.ir,._::.1..r'.

.,. r ¡:1,.

'\ ¡.,!ç ...{
I
*' i r-¡irr,i'Uü 

{, 
*"ü 4¡'t*È-,-Ê^} tþjxC". r
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This may prompt
Dyke belongs to

the suBgestion that the south 0xfordshire Grimrs
a different phase to those earthworks beEween the

t

Evenode and Glyme.

unfortunately the north oxfordshire Grimrs Ditch has yet to
produce sufficient daLable pottery from secure contexts except
from perhaps.Blenheim where :. late 1st Century A.D. pottery was
discovered in the ditch fill and probably represents the period
at which the dyke system became disused.

í N Thomas, D B Harden and Ð l^l Harding sought a def ensive f unction
ì',ror Grimf s Dyke and its use of high ground v¡ou1d suggest this,/12
( the later advocaÈing defense by guerilla warfare tactics'i t¡r"

scarcity of finds and material culture aË Charlbury would seem

to support Fine's hf+othesis of an unmanned political/economic
boundary. Perhap"Yt belongs Èo a period where the shif r in
emphasis on defense of nucleated settlements in favour of larger
terr'itorial oppida durÍng the latter part of the lst Century B.C.

r--ênd early lst Cebtury A.D. Comparisons can be ¡nade with other
D-^^-r-- .!i ô r 13

isimilar sites at Bagendon, Silchester, Selsey and Camlodunum.
If the north 0xfordshire Grimrs Ditch-'is from this period it would
pre-suppose a centralised form o( "ocia1 system whereas evidence
would suggest the contrary of spaciall.y isolated, enclosed settle-
ments. The organisation and stategy required for its construction
would certainly be beyond the capabilities þf one individual
social *rouo.14

Obviously a great deal moie work has to be done if the dyke
system is to be dated but the nature of the earthwork will make

this difficult. but. further examination of the gaps and possible
entrances may gg further in díscovering its function.
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f f;lC t'f'f rì\- t!' r¡'¡,.,'--.'.?
m¡¡cr ¿¡f rlrc s¡¡il in ¡:ecl¡ ¡lr:linc:ttion cr¡¡rforms to tl¡ilt cl¿SS

'f'..rn¡-r: ¡

C'lasscs in hi¡¡lrcr îGÍ(Eûri€s*

I 'I'¡r?tttt¡.,1 ra.. toilt
Iliner¡l ¡¡ril¡ with rrr rlir9.
nutrc lrr{¡o¡cr¡ic l¡¡ri¡¡,1¡¡ or
dirtût¡Éd f¡rgrrrrrtr rrf rrrrh
horizonr, r¡nlrs¡ l¡¡ric¡l hnc¡tl¡
r rcccrrt rlr¡xrsit rx¡rc th¡n
¡o crrr rhick

.Tøl4ræp

¡.r r humic nnlcr
J,tr grc! (non-hunric) rrnlcr
3.t¡ brorn (non-humic)

r¡nkcr
¡.t4 pclzolic renkcr (*ith

grc¡.ish E)
3.r5 rrrpoglcyic (fregic)

rurlcr
3.rr t¡piel ¡¡nd-r¡nlicr
¡.zr podzolic r¡nd-r¡¡ùc
3.r¡ glc¡ìc ¡¡nd-r¡¡rha
1.31

f.Jz

t¡picrl nnt<cr-likc
, elluvirl æil
glcyic rukcr-llhc
¡lluvi¡l rcil

3.4 r hum¡c rcnd.inr

o t ll¡thìc roø rcilt
(R¡w glcy ¡oil¡)

Clcycd nrincrrl róih. normrlly
rn vcry rcccnt m¡ltnc or
€tui¡inc rllrryiu¡n. rvirh no
dirrincr ropsoil, ¡ni/or riocnod
no dccpcr tl¡¡n zo cm

3 Litho.morphic (A!C)
tot¿t

Wirh disrinct, l¡umøc or
orgrnic topsoil ovcr C horizon
oc bcdræk et .¡o cm or lcst-
eorl. no <.lirgnortic Il or glcycd
lìortzon ri.¡rh¡n th¡t dcpth

I Pclorclr
Slo* lr. pcmceble (when s cr).
non-¡l[¡r'irl clrt.cy ¡oil¡ sirh ll
or llC l¡orizon rhou.ing rcnic
lc¡turc¡ ¡nd no lî,
non-crlc.rñu. llg o¡ n¡læ-rr¡illic lroriron

J..t2

l.{J

l.¡l

l.+5
3.{ó

grcy (non-humic)
¡cnd:inr
brown (nm-humic)
¡cndt¡ñ¡
colluvirl (non-hmic)
ændrin¡
glc¡'ic rcnduiu
humic glc¡'ic ¡cnd¿in¡

o

a,t Calco¡cout Nlorcl¡
\\'irhour er{illic horizon

4. 2 )v on - aa l a ¿ raou t ò¡!o rcl t
\\'ithour rrcillii horiron

1.1 .4tpillic pclorclt
1\'irh ¡¡rillic hqiron

. N¡n¡c¡ in pertnthoir ¡¡c rlkm¡tivc or cx¡leutory.

3.5 r t¡picel (non-humic)
o¡r¡rcnd¡in¡

3.5r humic prrercndzinr
3.5¡ colluvirl peruendzinr
3,51 rrrgnoglc¡.ic prrercnd-

l¡nt
3.55 ¡lcyic p¡rrrcnd:ín¡
3,6¡ e-pic¡l r¡nd-p¡.¡Értd-

¡rn¡
3.7r t¡.picrl rcnd¿inr-lilc

¡lluti¡l ¡oil
3.7r çleyic rcnd¿inr-likc

¡llurirl ¡oil

,." ÏLï:,t$:ff:ïu)*
{.rt l}pi(¡l (¡tåßnoq¡cyic)

non-crlcrrwur ¡xløol
4.¡ r rypicrl (*re¡noslcyic)

rrgillic pclcol

¡.1 lldt. úùlt
\r,n-¡lh¡¡.i¡1. ¡¡n.ly
(rrrrrrrlt rJurrc rrnrlr)

t .¿ lløc ilh¡ìd nilt
l¡r rccent rllrrr.irrru.
nulnrll¡. r.¡¡i¡a t<¡luacd

t.¡ llar thtlctal nilt
lf itlr lrcrlr rx ! r¡r r¡¡rr-¡th¡vi¡l
lre4rrrcntel rtratcr¡¡l ¡t !o clì o¡
lcaa

t.q lloto eortht
ln_.naturelly ccurrirr¡. uncon-
rcltrl¡trd, norr-rllurirl lormy,
cl¡)cy or nterly rrrrtcrirl

t.5 llan-made ræ rcilr
ln rrri6cirll¡ rti¡rurl¡c¡l m¡tc¡i.1,
..ß. til[t¡nR ¡lx)il

z-t ll.uc rcnfly tlry oilt
In ¡¡nrly m¡tt'rirl

z-z Uti¡ae d ¿14, u>ilr
ln lorrny or clrycy rlluvium.
s¡th ¡ r¡¡rrnrú ro¡soil lcst thtn
¡o c¡n lhirk

Ronhctt
\\'irh non-c¡lceræus ton¡oil oscr
lxdræk {includin{ m¿siivc limc-
¡lone) or non-c¡lct¡ou¡_ non-
¡llur.i¡l C horiæn (cxcluãinc
ra nd r)

7.2 Sand-røhot
1\'ith non-c¡lqræu¡- non-
rllurirl rendy C tp¡i'æn

7.7 Ron\a-lihc allutial rciI¡
ln non-crlqro¡ rcccn:
rllurim (ururlly onc
tcxturcd)

3., ntrnat;^
Ovct crtrcmcl¡' c¡lqræu¡ ngn-¡lluvi¡l C horiron frrgnrcnury
l¡ntc¡tonc or ch¡lk

\\'ith nrqjcr¡tcly c¡lc¡¡rcu. non-rlluti¡l C lsiæn (c¡cludins
¡¡nd¡)

3.6 Satd-¡øtøødtiø
\\'irh èrlc¡ræu¡ ¡andy C lrcriq

7.7 Raxtzina-lihc ¿Ilnial rcìh
ln ¡æcnt ¡llur.iur

7.5 Porarødtìnat

3.¡


