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EXCAVATIONS AT GRIM'S DITCH, CHARLBURY, 1985.

by JOHN LANGE AND ANNE FOSTER.

This report exami&é the excavation results of work carried out
on two linear earthworks of the North Oxfordshire Grim's Ditch.,
Although findings provided no datable evidence for the construc-
tion period of the ditches nor their environmental setting, a
relative chronology was established and an approximate 'terminus
antequem' for both during the late lst Century B.C. and late lst
Century A.D.. This is discussed in relation to other sections

taken of the Grim's Ditch complex.
INTRODUCTION

Rescue excavations were carried out by memebers of the Oxford
Archeological Unit on an exposed stretch of the North Oxford-
shire Grim's Ditch in Charlbury Quarry, prior to its planned
extension. The extant earthworks were first recognised by
Copeland in 1982 based on place name and aerial photographic
evidence. The"later identified the course of the ditch as being
south-west gg_hill Farm (SP37052020 PRN8912). An ill defined
but continuous dark mark was observed running from Ditchley Road
to a point east-north-east of Sandford Mount. The line of the
bank and ditch are still visible along the Charbury Ditchley
Road and may amount for the angled bend in the road heading
north-east to Hill Farm whereupon it appears to cut an Iron Age
crop-mark site (SP37452050 PRN13217). Beyond the farm all trace

of the earthwork disappears due to ploughing and is only disern-—

able again west of Model Farm.

The site occupies a ridge of high ground north-east of Charbury.
I?EAM§§¥QE§§”§“§€3th ~-westerly slope until approximately 130 ft
whereupon it breaks sharply down to the river Evenlode. The
choice of location may not have been purely defensive as the
scarcity of surface water on the Oolitic limestone, which forms

SO
the greater part of the sei} geology of the area, must have made



| Copelend.

access and perhaps control of the Evenlode important. The
soils are typical of Dipslope plateau sites, seperated by
narrow valleys, consisting mainly of fine to clay, brown rend-

zinas and calcareous soils (Grade III)

As a result of quarry stripping, two soil filled linear features
were discovered cutting through the upper cornbrash courses of
the Taynton limestone (Figure 1). Any trace of the bank within
the subsoil layers, would have been removed and consequenrly
excavation was confined to examining the ditches. Ploughing
had obscurred any physical indications of the bank and ditch
beyond the limits of the excavatlons &lthough Copeland did obs-
- erve a soil filled ditch profile in the north-east quarry face,

Im deep and 2.7m wide with a rounded bottom (SP3691191).

Given the limitation of time and resources the immediate aim was
to establlsh the relationship between the two ditches, to seek a
chronology and to retrieve any datable material, culturgland
environmental evidence from suitable diagnostic contexts. More-
over it was essential to correlate the findings at Charlbury
with those from other samples of the North Oxfordshire Grim's

Ditch. 3
THE EXCAVATION

A series of 6 profiles were cut across the ditches. In plan,
ditch (A) followed an apprpximate north—east to south-west course
for 60 metres with an average width of 2.15 metres. Ditch (B)
maintained a more curved east-west orientation until it even-
tually intercepted and crossed ditch (A), (SP36962065). Although
uniform in composition neither ditch proved to be continuous and
effectively terminated at their southern most extents. Several
associated features were also detected running parallel and at

d?ique angles to the main course of the earthworks.
TRENCH F4 (SP36962065)

‘ﬂﬁé‘kéectioned area consisted of a trench 3.8 x 1.1 metres which



revealed only the western profile of ditch (A), It was charact-
erised by a flat bottomed ditch, 1 metre wide with a corresponding
depth (Figure 1 Section 1). As exemplified in Fl no indication

of silting prior to its rapid back filling was observed. The
uniform fill 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) being cut by ditch
(B). A broad band of primary silt accumulated on the outer edge
of ditch (B) before the proccess of backfilling was repeated. The
primary fill was levelled off briefly before a rapid secondary fill
of finer material was deposited on top. The upper levels of the
ditch fill were re-cut by soil layer 4. The latter represents

a continuation of a feature recognised in F2 and F6 although not
obviously apparent in F3, It appeared to follow the main course
of ditch (B), adhering closely to its north-eastern edge for 40
metres. a narrow, oblique feature (Bl) was associated with the
ébove and deliberately cut the cornbrash surface to feed direct-

ly into the re-cut of F2. To the north-east it disappeared
beneath the quarry gerametre and field boundary.

TABLE 1
F4 DESCRIPTION OF LAYERS

&

LAYER DESCRIPTION- INTERPRETATION

1 Angulated pieces of cormnbrash Primary £il1l for
at various degrees of com- ditch (B).
paction. Average size 10 cm

in length and 5 cmm in width.

2 Small rounded cornbrash peb- Secondary fill.
bles within a sandy light Overlies 1 and 5 but
brown soil. contemporaneous with
1.
3 Yellow/brown fine grain silt. Primary silt for
ditch (B).
4 Dark brown fine grain soil/
silt. Primary silt after

recut of 2., -

5 Large angulated pieces of Primary fill deposit
cornbrash, losly compacted, for ditch (A)
becoming sandier at lower
levels.
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TRENCH F5 (SP70162010)

The sectioned area consisted of 2 ditches that abutted but did
not intercept, running parallel in a north-east, south-west
direction. The eastern ditch appears to be a continuation of
ditch (A) with the same sequence and position of layers as that
found en Fl. It is characterised by a flat bottomed ditch of

80 cm wide and 96 cm deep. Once again the fill is predominately
but is seperated from the eastern face of the ditch by lajer 4,
This formed a primary silt deposit derived from the dense red
clay loam that 1lay d;rectly on top of the natural cormbrash.
This was also_ﬁg?fggfed o F1 and in other sections at Kiddington
and Model Farm, where it was described by Harden as a pre Grim's

Ditch cultivation layer.®.

To the west was a smaller, steep sided, flat bottomed ditch 70 cm
deep and 70 cm wide containing a primary silt deposit of light,
yelléw brown soil with a uniform secondary fill of cornbrash
and soil. This was anomalous with F3 and may be a continuation
of ditch (B) althougﬂ thisméould not be substantiated. Both
ditches were re-cut by a shallow trench represented by soil layer
1. This probably belongs to the same group of later linear
features associated with the re-cuting of ditch (B) and running
parallel with ditch (A),:

(#3)
The smaller ditch could have been- served as a bedding trench for

< . .
a palatade but ev idence was insufficient to confirm any contin-

&
‘uity. Moreover the suggested 'V' shaped palaaade trenches at
+ Blenheim and Model Farm, Harden was unable to determine whether

~or not they were contempory or later than the main earthworks.

TABLE 2 (Please turn over.)



TABLE 2
F5 DESCRIPTION OF LAYERS

LAYER DESCRIPTION INTERPRETATION

1 Yellow/brown fine grain soil, Primary silt for
with cornbrash pebbles. re-cut of 3 and 2.

2 Angulated and rounded pieces Primary fill for
of cornbrash within a light West ditch..
brown fine/medium grain soil.

3 Angulated pieces of cornbrash Primary fill for

of various sizes, loosly com- ditch (A).
pacted within a fine brown
soil.

4 Red, clay, silt with small Primary silt from
rounded black pebbles. red clay loam.

THE FINDS

THE POTTERY

NonZof the pottery was determinate enough to re-pay illustration
but nevertheless provides an approximate indication of the period
at which both ditches fell into disuse., | From an upper soil

layer of F1l, one sherd of late Iron Age:was discovered along with
2 further sherds in the secondary fill of F3, one’ body and one
rim of Roman, Oxfordshire ware dated approximately to the late
l1st Century A.D..

ENVIRONMENTAL

Several pieces of charcoal, identified as oak, were located in
the lower levels of the primary ditch £ill from F4, ditch (B) but

was considered insufficient for dating purposes. .
LAND USE

Thomas Pride's map of 1761, showed that a high proportion of the
open or common fields remaining were on higher ground to the east
of Charbury. Ditchley Way Furlong, where the site is situated,
was divided into strips, some of which were orientated in s north-
east, south-west direction and adjoining Mackeralshire Furlong

to the south. Thrift Furlong to the east suggests woodland and

may have been part of Lees Rest Wood.




The Jesse Clifford version of the Charlbury Tithe Map of 1848
shows that few of the open fields remained and more permanent,
stockproof boundaries were prefered.6 This may help to explain
the re-use of ditch (B) and other associated linear features for

just such a purpose,

The red brashy soils are well suited for crop production, esp-
ecially corn. Despite being free draining the underlying lime-
stone retains sufficient quantities of moisture for healthy growth
allowing for easy land Mmanagement and cultivation. All of these
factors contribute to the agricultural importance of the area
enclosed by Grim's Ditch which would have supported a mixture of

. arable, pasture and woodland.
DISCUSSION

Thus from the field evidence, a chronology could be established
whereby ditch (A) experienced rapid backfilling perhaps in the
later part of the First Century B.C. beforg being re-cut by a
second phase ditch of similar dimensions, design and composition.,
This became disused in the late First'Century A.D. and was re-cut
by a later field or livestock boundary. These factors may suggest
that phase 2 (ditch (B)) was consequent on the d@struction of
phase 1, (Ditch (A)),and may have been ultimately responsible

for its abandonment. If we assume ditch (A) is a continuation

’ of an early phase of .Grim's Dyke it compares favourably in. prop-
ortions and compositions to other examples at Model Farm, Kidding-

7 8 : .
ton , and dyke C at Callow Hill~, suggesting that their construc-

tion was e of a unified scheme of earthworks.  All examples
showed the bank and ditch to be discontinuous and indicated a
late Iron Age date for the earthworks. Evidence from the ditch

fills at each section demonstrated that they had been deliberate—
ly backfilled soon after construction. By way of contrast sections

11
P from Blenheim 9, Ng(tpl@ighlo and Mongewell all testified to a

o - R

: long period of silting and the ditch to be uncut. Moreover the =~
:;C&wﬂ{ﬁkn.topography of the south Oxfordshire Grim's Ditch differs from thaﬁ

. of the north in its use of both upland and lowland regions,
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_—This may prompt the suggestion that the south Oxfordshire Grim's

\

) Dyke belongs to a different phase to those earthworks between the
?LEvenode and Glyme.

Unfortunately the north Oxfordshire Grim's Ditch has yet to
produce sufficient datable pottery from secure contexts except
from perhaps Blenheim where : late lst Century A.D. pottery was
discovered in the ditch fill and probably represents the period

at which the dyke system became disused.

N Thomas, D B Harden and D W Harding sought a defensive function
‘5for Grim's Dyke and its use of high ground would suggest this,
(the later advocating defense by gwrilla warfare tactics . The
scarcity of finds and material culture at Charlbury would seem
to support Fine's hipothesis of an unmanned political/economic
boundary. Perhaps it belongs to a period where the shift in
emphasis on defense of nucleated settlements in favour of larger
territorial oppida during the latter part of the 1lst Century B.C.
,and early lst Cebtury A.D. Comparisons can be made with other
isimilar sites at Bagendon, Silchester, Selsey and Camlodunum.
If the north Oxfordshire Grim's Ditch-is from this period it would
pre-suppose a centralised form o& social system whereas evidence
would suggest the contrary of spacially isolated, enclosed settle-
ments. The organisation and stategy fequired for its construction
would certainly be beyond the capabilities Pf one individual

social group.

Obviously a great deal more 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 go further in discovering its function.
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IR TR N TR S R SERTIT ¥ T Do
e ennct af the soil in each delineation conforms to that class.

TABLE 1

Classes in higher categories*

Mwor graup

Cirnup

Subgroup

Tereesirial vraw soils

Mineral sails with no diag-
nostic pedogenic hurizuns or
distuthied framments of such

-

1. Raw sande

Nun-alluvial, aandy
(manly dune sands)

-1t humic renker

12 gre)' {non-humic) ranker

13 brown (non-humic)

ranker

.14 podzolic ranker (with
greyish E)

.15 stagnogleyic (fragic)

ranker

e

[

3.2t typical sand-ranker
3.22 podzolic sand-ranker
3.23 gleyic sand-ranker

3.3t typicul ranker-like
yalluvial soil

3.32 gleyic ranker-like
alluvial soil

3.41 humic rendzina

J.42 grey (non-humic)
rendzina

3.43 brown (non-humic)
rendzina

3.44 colluvial (non-humic)
rendzina

3.45 gleyic rendzina

3.46 Eumic gleyic rendzins

3.8t typical (nan-humic)}
arerendzine

3.2 Eumic pararendzina

3.53 colluvial pararendring

3.54 stagnogleyic pararend-
zina

3.55 gleyic pararendzina

3.61 typical sand-parsrend-
zina

3.71 wypical cendzina-like
alluvial sail

3.72 gleyic rendzina-like
alluvial soil

horizons, unless buried beneathy | "2 :"“‘A.‘_”_I""A'.'l‘{ soils
4 recent depasit mire then " recent athuvian,
30 cm thick nurinally roarse textured
1.3 Rare sheletal wails
With hediovk or non-afluvial
fragmicnial material at Jo cm or
leas
7 8.4 Rawe earths
la naturally occurring, uncon-
solidated, non-alluvial loamy,
clayey or muarly material
1.5 Man-made raw 1ofls
In actificially disturbed material,
€.g. mining spoil
2 Jydric raw soils 2.1 Ruaw sandy gley soils
(Raw gley suiln) In sandy maicrial
Gleyed mincral soils, normally ) .
in very recent maritic or 22 f;\";ém"rntrﬁatfz,‘nlluvium
estuarine alluvium, with no . td vey & Y
distinct topsoil, andjor ripened :o“il N :i"-“,‘:" topsoil lesa than
no deeper than 20 cm ™. thae -
3 Lithomorphic (A/C) 3.1 Rankers
sotls Wirh non-calcareous 1opsoil over
With distinct, hiumose or bedrock {including massive lime-
arganic topsail over C horizon stone) or non-calcareous, non-
or. hedrock at 40 cm or less, alluvial C horizon (excluding
and no diagnostic I ar gleyed sands)
horizon within that depth
3.2 Sand-rankers i
With non-calcareous, non-
alluvial sandy C harizon
3.3 Ranker-like allurial soily
In non-caleareous recent
alluvium (usually coare
textured)
3.4 Rendzinag
Over extremely calcareous non-
alluvial © horizon (cagmentary
limvestone or chalk
3.5 Pararendzinas
With moderately calcareous non-
slluvial C horizon (excluding
sande)
3.6 Sand-pararendxinas
\With calcareous sandy C horizoa
3.7 Rendzina-like alluvial soils
In receat alluvium
4 Pelorols 4.1 Calcareous pelosols
Slowly permeable (when wet), Without aryillic horizon
non-alluvial cluayey soils with B 4.2 Non-calcareout pelosols
Br e Darizen ghewing veiie Without argillic horizon
mon-calcarcous Ilg‘ or paleo- 4.3 Arpillic pelosole

argillic horizon

With argillic horizon

4.0t typical (slagnogltyic)* %.J‘P

calcarcour pelosol
4-21 typical (stagnogleyic)
nun-calcarcous pelosol

4.31 typical (stagnogleyic)
argillic pelosal

¢ Names in parenthesis are aliernative or explanatory,



