
CHOLSEY VICARAGE

TRIAL EXCAVATION APRIL 1992

On 7-8th April 1992 OAU excavated a trench across the footprint of the proposed
new vicarage at Cholsey in advance of building work. The trench was aligned at
a right angle to the Silchester-Dorchester Roman road which can be projected to
run down the line of The Forty (Cholsey's main street) and across the vicarage
site, crossing a brook which drains the land to the W at the foot of the Downs.

Mrs Judy Dewey, local historian, has provided a copy of a map of 1695 showi:rg
'The Parsonage' on the site of the present vicarage and an open area to the N
where the new development is proposed. She has also provided a copy of some
notes by Revd E C Hyde, the previous vicar, who claimed to have seen a road
surface when the existing vicarage was built in the 1930s (attached). These notes
refer to an air photo taken by the Ordnance Survey c 1940 (OS Berks 22) which
showed clearly the line of the Roman road both S and N of the viilage. The above
details are repeated in I D Margay, Roman Roacis in Britain (1967) 165-6. There
is a house on Church Road just NW of the present site which is ca.Lled Causeway
House, previously just 'The Causewav', which impiies that the point where the
Roman road met the brook was wet enough to require a causeway at least later.

Field Investigation

The trench was machine-e¡icavated to a depth of appro-rimate 0.6 m.. u'ith a deeper sondage at each
end of the trench to sample the the lou'el deposirs.

The topsoil (1, 0.28 m. deepr overlay 3. a dark gre¡'siltl'la-r'er, u'hich contained large cobbles. This
¡¡¡]'have been a courtvard surface leiaring to tìle parsonage u'hich preceded the present vicarage. At
the east end of the trench a steep-sided pit ( 12 r ri'as ¡rartiall.r' qevealed, packed u'irh simiiar cobbles and
limestone fragments t.presumabl.v the courq'alcÌ memlling had been re-used as the fiil for a soakaway).

Beneath 3 rvas 4, a medium grey silty cla¡' ia-r'er' 0.26 m. deep, containing medieval tile and pottery.
Three pits had cut through this horizon i8. 10 and 14), and aiso a broad ditch (9 see below). No finds
finds rvere t'ecovered from Pit 14 as most of it rvas machined away in digging the E sondage.

The ditch (9) \.vas oriented NE-SW, 3.7õ m. s'ide and 0.7 rn. deep, the botcom being cur into the top
of a peat layer (6, see belou'). Apart fi'om tiìe and potterl' fragments a siron piece of timber was
recovered from the deener levels of the dircil.

Beneath the medieval siltl' layer.i rvele tìre ¡:r'esunred peliglacial deposits 5. 6, 7 and 16. Uppermost
a¿ the E end of the trench u'as a rhin ccmpact ia¡'er of sancì. frne gravel and fiinr chippings (16). 5
beneath itwas au'hite chalk-v silt layer ulr to 0.-15 m. cleep. u.hich overlay 6, a ia-ver of f,rrm compressed
plant debris or peat, 0.1 m. cieep in the \\: soncìage and 0.2 m. deep ro the E. Beneath the pear was
7. a light g::ey clay la¡'er identifred in tire \\' sonciage but not escavated, presumed ro be bedrock.

Finds

Four contexts produced finds. the ealiiesr being DitcÌl g. Ponerl. iclentiilcations \\¡et'e confirmed by
Maureen lvlellor. incìuding sevelal pieces oi ¿ iilrìr-centurl' giazed uircÌrer. probabi¡'from a source in
the Neu'burr area iFabric Os AGl. anrì nvo shelcìs of a cooking por rempeleci u'irh flint and limestone
t'FabricOxAQ).q'picaioftnelocalit¡'. Flomrirepits(Sandl0rcutintotheditchf,rllcamesherdsof
similar qpe. bur 10 inclucied nto cooking ¡lo-,- sirerrì in a predominantll' sa¡rd-r' fabric known from
Waliingrord. and a'oase-angie shercl of a Surre-r' u'hice-u'ale vessel of l-lth-15rh-cenrury¡ qpe. Finaìly



the buildup layer above all these features (4) inciuded roof tile and the full range of fine and coarse
wares, the onÌy sherd not being of medieval type being a fi'agment of an 18th-century red earthenware
vessel.

The enviromnment of the peat deposit

Mark Robinson studied a sample of the peat deposit and found it to be largely Carex with large
numbers of seeds of the bog bean (.........), also Stellaria and a single weevil of a type which feeds on
marsh and aquatic plants. The vegetation rvas all of 'low glowing' type, probably an exlensive stand
because of the limited number of species, and ir might be some distance from dry ground because of
the absence of tree debris. He concluded that iÌ s'as likely to be a cold climate assemblage, probably
Devensian. He asked for a column through the deposit for Adrian Parker of the School of Geography
who is u'orking on this peliod.

Discussion

The environmental results from the peat deposits would tend to support the idea
that the thick layer of chalky siit was hill-wash of periglacial date, which would
have stabilised by the time of the Roman road, to the extent that it vsould have
appeared to be dry ground. It is therefore difficult to see the peat as a reason irl
itself for the Roman road having diverted, but it is clear that there might have
been a narrower or easier crossing just upstream, made shorter by being at right
angles to the brook.

The upshot is that. although we cannot be sure that the Roman road is not some
considerable way to the E of the present trenches, the simplest model for Cholsey's
plan is that the Roman road from Silchester follorved its strarght path along the
main street of Cholsey, then ciiverted along the line of what is now Church Road
to cross an area of low grouncl, and returned to its original line to the N. Cholsey
church would therebl'be at the N encl of this Roman crossing, perhaps at the point
where the road had returned towalds its original course. Cholsey would then have
developed as a bifocal settiement at either end of some sort of causeway. The
reason for the vicarage occupying the opposite end of the causeway from the
church may simpiy' result from the neecl to put some space between itself and the
grange of Reading Abbe-v beside the church itself. If (as it appears) the vicar had
the larger proportion of the tithe, the early vicarage mav have been a substantial
building, perhaps at the angle of the Forty and the Wallingford Road. The
medieval ditch (9) ma¡'be an eari¡' N boundary to the vicarage. or possibly a water
suppll'. while the pits (8 and 10) show that the ditch was i.nfilled in the medieval
period and activit¡' had extenclecl over it.

Conclusions

This fieidwork has demonstratecl mecl.ieval acri\.rtJ' on the site of q'hat may have
been a prosperous vicarage, at a ¡roint i.r'irere the topographical iine of an important
Roman road had eridenrl¡'been d.iverted to cross a lou,-l]'ing area. it has thereby
added signif,rcanti¡' to the understanciins of the earlv cìevelopment of what was to
become ton the evicìence of the lareest barn iu Englandt an excep[ional]r'wealthy
parish.

BGD 30 April 1992
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