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Oxford /\rchåeology No 56a, Reår oflligh Street, Witncy, Oxfordshirc

SUMMARY

In June and ,hrly 2007, Oxfòrd Archaeology (OA) carried out an
arcltaeological warching brie/ at 56a, Rear o/ the fligh Street, Witney,
Oxfordshirc (NGR: SP 3575 0993. Tlte work wos comnlissioned by ltall
and Linsom in advance of lhe construction of 5 nev' dwellings. The
watching briefrevealed o pos,sible burgage plol l:oundary ditch, two l Sth-
century wells, a l9th-cenlury l;otmdory wall and overall deposit,s o/ late
post-medieval made 91ound.

INTRoDUcTIoN

1.1 Scope ofwork

I .l .1 ìn June 2007, Oxford Archaeology (OA) carried out an alclìaeological watching brief
at 56a, Rear of the High Street, Oxfordshire (NGR: SP 3575 0993). The work was

colnmissioned by llall and Ensom in respect of a planning applicatiou lor the

construction of new dwellings (Planning Application No. 03/1 308),

1.1.2 A pro.iect brief was set by lluglì Coddington, tlìe Deputy County Archaeological

Officer represcnting West Oxfoldshire District Coùlìcì1, requesting that an

Archaeological Watching Brief be undertaken during the course of the groundworks

(ocAS,2006).

1.1.3 OA prepared a Wlitten Scheme of Investigation detailing how it would meet the

requíremenls of the brìef (OA, 2007).

l.Z Location, geology and topography

1.2.1 The town of Witney is located approxirnately 14 km west of Oxfoxl (lìig. l). 'Ihe site

is situated ou the east side of the High Stleet, to the rear of number 54 (now 56a) aud

to the nÕrth of tlìe Methodist church, The sile is level ground, c400 ln2 in area ancl

lies at roughly 80 m above OD. The underlying geology ìs alluviuln ovel telace
gravel deposits (Geological Survey of Gleat Blitair'ì, sheet no 236). The site is

currently used as car parking.

1.3 Ärchaeological and historical background

I .3.1 Tlie archaeological background to the watching brief'was prepared for tlie WSI lor the

project (O,A,2006) and is teproduced below.

1.3.2 A number of important Neolithic and Bronze Age sites are known in West

Oxfordsliire, though not specifically frorn Witney itse lf. -I'lie rnajor henge monument

of Devil's Quoits at Stanton HâÌcourt, was surlounded by numerous barrow groups,

though this suggests tlìat the focus of early prehistoric âctivity tnay have lain on the

gravels further down the Windrush river (Barclay et al. 1995). Further evidence

from the north and west of Vr'itney of Neolithic lernains, namely Hawks Barrow near

() Oxlbrd Archâcological tJnit l,td. 
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A rch ûeo log¡c lLWa tc hi n g bi el R ep ofl

Minster l,ovcll and upslandiug balrows at Leafield and Astall show thât the \ryitney
aÌea was surrounded by prehistolic activity. A nurubcr of finds of'Prehistoric axes

âud pottery lrave been discovered in Witncy ilself and a sword of Bronze ,Age date

was recovcred froln the line of Elnma's Dyke in Witney.

1.3.3 F'or the later prehìstoric period â silnilal pâlterì of tnid-latc lron Ages sites are known
around Wituey, exteuding up the river from Standlake to Ducklington (Charnbers

1976a and Chalnbcrs and Williants 1 976). Impoltantly excavations 2 kln west of
Witney at Deer Park Farm show tl]al lrot't Age settlcmelìt also existed on tlìe
Kellaway clays.

|.3.4 Evidence for the Roman and post-Roman periods in and around Vr'itney is scarce. A
few sherds of Romano British pottery frorn excavatious at Cogges to the soutìr east of
the developtÌìent site and son.ìe Znd century settlelnent featutes ât Church Green in
Witney, rnay suggest sotììe type of settletnelìt in the vicinity. Evidence from the pos!
Iìornan period is restricted to the line of Bnllua's Dyke, a silted up ralÌìpârt and ditch
feature enclosìng Wilney from tlìe wcst and thought to be of Saxon Origin. Of
interest are the settlenìelìt features lbund during excavation at Cogges (Rowley and

Steiner 1996).

1.3.5 As with the prehistoric period, tÌle pattcrn of settleÌìrent in the Roman ând pos!
Roman periods appears to fom'ì a pictì.¡re of known activity around Witney but with
little direct evidence frorn Witney itse lf.

1.3.6 The nedieval core of Witney grew up around St Mâry's church and the manorial site

of Mount llouse. Tlie site lies within au area of considerable archaeological
poteutiâl. Eallier archaeological work along the south side of the }ligh Street

revealed evidence of late medieval activity. This was in the lònn of ditches and pits,

wliich appear to respect the medieval burgage plots that radiate out at right alrgles to

tlìe Iligh Street.'I'he cartographic evideÌìce suggests 1lìat bulgage plots existed in the

atea oftlìe development and existir'ìg pl'operty boundaries appear to respect theln.

1.3.7 An earlìer evaluation of the site revealed a series of gulÌies and a ditch dating to
between the 1 I th aud l3th centuries. These appear to respect the medieval tenenlelìt
boundalies and burgage plots. A series of post nledicval pits were also revealed

(Cotswold Archaeology 2003). 'l'he initial watching brief phase did not reveal any

arohaeologicâl fèatures (Cotswold Archaeology 2004).

2 PRoJECT Á.IMs AND METHODOLoGY

z.l Aims

2.1.1 To idcntify and record the plesence or âbseucc, extetìt, condition, quality alìd date of
archaeological remains in the areas affected by the developlnent.

2.1.2 To pleserve by recold any archaeological deposils or feâtutes that may be distur.bed

or destroycd during the course ol'the gloundworks.
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2.1.3 To make available the results ofthe arcliacological investigalion.

2.2 Methodology

2.2.1 lhe foundation trenches wele excavated usìlìg â tlaoked lnachine fitted with â 0.6 nì

wide toothless bucket. The material was removed in spits until the desired depth of
excavation was reached,

2.2.2 A plan showing the location and exteut oll the excavations was maintained at a scalc

of l:100 (Fig. 2) and any recorded sections wete drawu at a scale of 1:20. All
excavations, features and sections wele photographed using colour slide and black

and white prinl film, A general photographic record of the work was also made.

Recording followed procedures detailed in the OA Field Manual (ed. D Wilkinson,

1992).

3 REsUr,Ts

l.l

1.1.1

3.1 .2

3.1,3

3.t .4

3.1 .5

Description of deposits

The underlying natulal, the top of the glavel terracc (5), was encountered at a depth

of Ll m below the currerlt ground level (Fig. 3, Sections 3 and 4). This was overlaid

by a layel of dark yellow-brown silt clay (4) of between 0.2 m and 0.4 rn in depth

(Fig. 3, Sections l, 2 and 4). This deposit probably lepresents a layer of alluviurn,

ìl'ì tlìe celìlle ofthe site this lâyer was cut by a parallel sided feature (8), 1.9 rn widc

by 0.6 rn deep (Fig.3, Section 3). This feature had steeply sloping sides and a flat
base and was visible in bofh sides of the fouudation trench. The cut ran NE - SW

âcross the site, runniug roughly parallel to the High Street, and is a probable burgage

plot boundaly ditch, possibly relating to the late medieval and early post-medieval

periods.

Filling the base of the ditch was a 0.1 5 rl deep deposit of very dark grey silt clay (7),

This had a high organic colltent âlìd lepresent the pr'ìrnary silting deposit within the

ditch. No dating evidence was recovered from this deposit. The remaindel of the

ditch wâs filled by a dalk grey-brown clay silt (6), containing some small fragrnents

of oolitic limestone. This deposit probably represents delìberate backfìlling ratlier

than silting.

Elsewhere withiu the site Layer 4 was ovellain by a 0.3 rn deep layer of dark grey-

brow[ clay silt (3). This containecl somc charcoal flecking suggesting that it may be a

buried soil horizon, but again no dating evideuce was recovered.

Within the soutlì-\l7estern corner ol'the site this layer was cut by a cìrculal shaft (l 0)

apploximately 1.8 m in diametel and 2.5 r¡ deep (Fig. 2), Built within this pit was a

circular drystone constructed weìl lining (11), with an intemal diameter of 0.6 ln,

which ended flush with the top of layer (3) (Plate l). Iìunning up the nofih-east side

of the well was a lead suction pipe which turned aud ran westwatds along the surface
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A

of Laycr 3, bcfole being tlunoated after a lengtli of L5 rl. 'I'he well was capped by a
colbelled dorne of linrestone constÌììcted similarly to the shâft lining and ureasured

apploxinìately 0.4 rn high. The presence of a suction pipe and a well cap sr:ggests

that lhis well dates to the late I 8th/ eally l9th centuries.

3.1.6 A second well shaft (12) was encoùnteÌed roughly in the ceÌ]tle of the site. 'l'his was

of a slightly larger dianieter (2.2 rn ) and also contained a drystone constructed lining
using limestonc (l3) leaving an internal diameter of I.3 rn (Fig.2). The top of this

well had been collapsed into the shaft which had then been backfilìed with a grey-

brown clay silt (14) containiug fragments ofbrick. Upon reÌxoval ofthe well it could

been scen to have been cut 10 a simila depth (approxitnately 2.5 rn deep)-

3.1 .7 Sealing the site and the two wells was â layer of dark grey-blown silt loarn (2),

measuring betweer 0.2 rl and 0.5 rn in deptìr. This deposit contâined ìnany fiagments

of stone, fìaglnents of nrachine made Ìed blick and fragrnents o1' post-medieval

pottery and bottle glass, all dating to the l9th and early 20th ccnturies. This

replesents a layel of rnade ground, possibly raìsing the level of llie yard to avoid

fìooding flom the River 'Wìndrush located to the south-east of'the site. Along the

eastern boundary of the plot this was cut by a 0.3 rn deep by 0.5 rn wide ttench (15)

(Fig. 3, Section 3) which contained a roughly built foundation (16), constlucted using

dlessed lirnestone blocks laid using random and irregular courses. This was a

probable fooling for an earlìer stluctulc on the site which liad been demolished prior'

to the site's use as a car park. The use of dressecl lnâteÌial within the foundations

suggest that the material had been reused, possibly from an earlier phase of building.
No teturtìs for tl.tis sttttcture \¡'lere elìcoùntered during the course of the excavatious

sr.rggesting thal it m¿ly have been a boundary wall.

3.1.8 Within the northern half oi thc site Layer 2 was over'laid by a 0.2 ur deep layer of
pale yellow silt sand (l) (Fig. 3, Section 1). This contained large quantities of
crìished stone alìd gravel and fonns the cunent car pa|k surfäce. In the southeln half
ofthe sitc Laycr 2 was sealed by a 0.25 m deep layer of liglrt grey clay silt (9) which

âlso contair'ìed quantities of clushed stone and formed part of the caÌ park surfàce

(F'ig. 3, Section 4).

3.2 F inds

3.2.1 lìinds wele collected by context (where possible) lìoln both the spoìl and 1ìom the

trench sections, l-he finds lecovered were all post-medieval in date and includcd bolh

stouewale and transfer printcd pottery, fragmenls ol bt ick, bottle glass alìd fì aglnents

ofclay pipe. The presence ofthese fìnds was recorded, but they were not letained.

J.l Palaeo-environment¡lremains

3.3.1 Because of the rìa1uÌe of the excavation and the instability of'tlìe sectiÒns it was

irlpossible to recover suitable samples f'or palaeo-environrnental plocessing
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D¡scussroN AND CoNcr,ustoNs

4.1.1 The results o1l the wâtching brief have provided evidence for the continuous use of
the land folrning part ofthe yald to tlre rear ofthe building fronting the ì-ligh Street.

4.1.2 Tl'ìe earliest feature is the SW - NE ditch (8) running parallel to the Iligh Street

across the widtlì ofthe developrnent area. This was a probable burgage plot boundary

clitch possibly dating to thc nredieval period. This feature was later backfilled and the

entire area currently forming part of the developnent area, was in use leavirtg an

occupation layer (3), deposited throughout tlìe site. At the later part of this period the

2 wells (11) and (13) were excavated, with the style and forrn offheiÌ corìstructiolì

suggesting a late l Stlì to earliel l9th century date.

4.1.3 A later period of developrnent during the 19th and early 20th centuries deposited the

layer of made ground (2) throughout the site, possibly to raise tlre atea and prevent

flooding. During this period a substantial boundary wall (17) was constructed along

the eastenì bourìdary ofthe site and well ( 13) was probably backfilled.

4.1,4 More lnodern developmeuts have included the demolition of the wall and thc

colìstructior'ì ofcar palk/ hard stauding over the entire site.

4.1.5 No other significant archaeology was encountered.
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A?PENDIcES

APPENDIX 1 ARCIIÄEOLOGICAL CONTEXT I¡IVEN TORY

APPENDIX 2 BIBLIOGRAPI.IY AND REFERENCES

Il'-4,2001 Standard and Guidance /itr Archaeoktgícal llatching Briefs

OA, 2000 Ottr Enyit onntental Guidelines for ,sanrytling

OA,2001 Land tc.¡ the l?eu'ctf 54 llígh Street, Witney, OxJòrdshire; 14/ritten Schente oJ
Inv e.t t iÍ!aÍ i ot'r

OAU, 1992 Field Manual (ed. Wílkinson D)

OCAS, 2006 Land to the Rear 51 lIigh Street, Witney : De.sign llrief.for
an Archaeological Watching Bríef
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ConleÍ Tlpe Depth wídú Comme tj Findr Døle

Layer 0.2 m Modeln hard stauding C20tlì

2 Laycr 0.2m-
03rrr

PosGmcdicval rnade ground Pottery,
clay pipe

cl8d/
cl9rh

Layer 0.3 ln Buried soiì horizon

4 Layel >0.3n Alluvium

Layer > 0.3 ln 'l'erlacc gravel

6 Fi 0.35 rn I-9nr IJpper fill of Ditch S, probable
delibcrate backfill

7 t'ilt 0.25 rn 1.0 ¡¡ Plimary lill of Ditch 8, sihiug
deposit

8 Cut 0.6 nr 1.9 rn Burgage plot bouldary ditclì Medieval

9 l-aycr 0.2 m >8rn Cal palk sur1àcc c20th

l0 Cul 2.5 m 1.8 rn Well shafì cl Srh/

cl9rh

lt Stluctüe 2.1 tt"t l.8 m Well ljning c l8rh/
cl9th

t2 Cut 2.5 nt 2.2 n't Well shafl cl Sth/

cl9th

l3 Structu¡c 2.1 rn 1.5 rr Wcll lining cl Srh/

c19th

t4 Fi 2.1 rn 1.5 m Latel backfill of well l3 Brick cl9rh

l5 Cut 0.6 m >l0rn Foundation cut f'or 16 C l9dr

l(r Structure 0.6 rn > l0 m Footilgs for deurolished wall Cl9dr
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APPENDLX3 SUMMARY OF SITE DETAILS

Site name: Land lìear of 56a LIigh 51r'eet, Witney, Oxf'ordshile
Sife code: WITLRII0T
Grid reference: SP 3575 0993
Type of watching brief: Machine excavation offoundation trelches
Date and duration ofproject: Tth June to l4th Jr"rly 2007, 5 weeks
Area of site: c400 n2
Summary ofresults: The watching briefrevealed evidence for a medieval burgage plot
boundary ditch running parallel to the High Street, a later occupaliou level,2 post medieval
wells and a 19th century wall.
Location ofarchive: The archive is currently held at OA, Janus Iìouse, Osney Mead,
Oxford, OX2 0ES, and will be deposited with Oxfordshire County Museums Selvice in due
course.
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Beproducod from the Landrangerl:50,000 scale by permission of the
Survey on behalf ofThe Controller of Her N¡âjesty's Stationery Office
@ Crown Copyright 1997. All rìohis reserved. Licence No. AL 100005569 Figule l: Site locatiou
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