
Chapter 2. The Excavations 

By Tim Allen and Jonathan Hiller 

INTRODUCTION 

The structure of the archaeological description 

Deposits were linked in stratigraphic order, or failing 
this were associated using the dating provided by the 
associated finds (and very occasionally the architec­
tural detail) to produce a stratigraphic description 
and development for the whole site. 

The archaeological description is presented geo­
graphically, that is area by area. This is because there 
were no stratigraphic links between the excavated 
areas, which lay on the south-east, north-west and 
north-east of the Mount House site (Fig. 2.1). 
Comparing the finds between them also indicated 
that there was also relatively little chronological 
overlap, making detailed correlation of the phasing 
between them impossible. The various trenches dug 
east and south of the Mount House site are also 
described as a separate group. Each area is described 
chronologically using the same broad dating frame­
work, which is explained below. As the earliest 
deposits were found in the trenches outside the 
Mount House site, these are described first. 

The chronology of the site is based on site 'periods'. 
Periods 1 and 2, which are respectively Roman and 
Saxo-Norman, are represented by pottery and other 
finds, but only by a single deposit on the main site, 
though activity of these periods is present in the 
surrounding area. The succeeding site periods (from 
the 12th century to the present) have been defined 
according to the major changes in the pottery types 
upon which the ceramic dating is based, since it is the 
pottery which provides by far the majority of 
the dating evidence (see Chapter 3). Changes in 
the ceramic sequence do not necessarily correspond 
to the dating of major alterations to the structures on 
the site, and some of the site periods have been 
subdivided as they contain several major structural 
changes to the manor. This is true for Periods 3-6 
(covering the 12th and 13th centuries). The sub-
periods do not necessarily reflect chronological 
divisions within the periods, simply sequences of 
events within the period as a whole. Thus within the 
mid 12th century (Period 4) Period 4a is earlier than 
4b, and 4b than 4c, but these do not correspond rigidly 
to chronological divisions (for instance 1140-50,1150-
60,1160-75) within the timespan, and they could all 
have occurred late within this period. 

In contrast to the subdivided periods, Period 8 
covers both the late medieval and early post-medieval 
periods, and could have been divided on ceramic 
grounds. Due to the paucity of excavated evidence 
from the parts of the site examined, however, this has 
been left as one period. Period 9, which covers the 

17th and 18th centuries, has been divided more 
arbitrarily because of a phase of robbing and 
alterations evident from both coins and pottery in 
the mid 17th century. As with Period 8, the character 
of the evidence has led to a less detailed treatment 
than in earlier medieval periods. 

Plans summarising the developments in Periods 
3-7 (Figs 2.4, 2.8, 2.13, 2.20 and 2.22) accompany 
the description of the south-east area, and for the 
reader's convenience those for Periods 4-7 are 
repeated in the section describing the north-west 
area (Figs 2.24, 2.27, 2.32 and 2.39). 

The methodology of the excavations 

All of the excavations on the Mount House site, and 
the additional trenches dug on the adjacent Mount 
Mills site, were carried out under the direction of 
Brian Durham. When in 1984 it was realised that 
planning permission had been granted for the 
construction of sheltered housing on the site, OAU 
sought permission to establish the extent of the 
threatened remains by trial trenching. The initial trial 
trenches were positioned to locate a major building 
complex anywhere on the site, within the constraints 
imposed by the need to avoid both the existing 
access road and landscape features, and to keep as 
close as possible to the areas designated for new 
buildings (Fig. 2.1). The trenching established that 
stone buildings were very well-preserved, and 
suggested that the medieval manor was laid out 
around a central courtyard. The south-east area 
contained a complex of buildings centred upon a 
very substantial tower (Frontispiece and PI. 2.1); the 
north-west area revealed a curtain wall fronted by a 
moat, with ranges up against the inside on the north 
and north-west surrounding a courtyard. 

With funding from English Heritage area excava­
tions were then undertaken within the footprints of 
the proposed new buildings on the south-east and 
north-west, commencing early in July and with a 
completion deadline of the end of August. The 
developer also allowed additional topsoil stripping 
in the south-east area to establish the plan of the 
buried walls, but excavation in this area (the north­
west part of the tower area) was restricted. No further 
work was allowed in areas not directly threatened. 
The scale of work was dictated by the limited time 
available. 

In 1988, a watching brief was maintained east of 
the Mount House (Trench XIII) during test trenching 
carried out by contractors. Six small trenches were 
excavated in the yard south-east of the Mount 
House. 
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Mount House, Witney 

Plate 2.1 The Solar Tower from the north, including the central pier 49, the blocked north doorway, part of layer 
50=129 (bottom left) and the intrusive modern pit 54 in the south-east corner (upper left). 

At the end of the 1984 season excavation of the 
North Range in the north-west area had stopped at 
the level of the main mortar floor pending a decision 
on the future of the site. The area was covered with 
polythene and the surviving walls and floors were 
protected with sandbags in case it was decided to 
preserve, or even to display, the remains. In 1989 it 
was decided to rebury this area, but prior to this 
further excavation was carried out in the hope of 
solving some of the outstanding problems. In 
particular, this completed the excavation of the 
North Range to undisturbed natural. 

In 1991 further limited excavation was carried out 
around the tower to clarify the character of the plan 
and the development of the buildings prior to the 
erection of a protective canopy beneath which the 
remains could be displayed. During the construction 
of the canopy a watching brief was carried out 
during the contractor's excavation of foundation 
pits. 

In 1984 five exploratory trenches (84.1-84.V) were 
dug, east and south of the Mount House property 
within the Mount Mills clothing factory site, in an 
attempt to clarify the extent and preservation of 
medieval deposits surrounding the site itself. In 
1990 further trenches (90.1-90.6) were dug in 
advance of redevelopment of the Mount Mills site 
as a supermarket, and in 1992 yet another group of 
evaluation trenches (92.1-92.5) was dug. These last 

trenches were intended both to clarify archaeologi­
cal features and other deposits revealed in the 
earlier trenching, and to investigate other parts of 
the surrounding area. A summary plan of the 
trenches closest to the Mount House, and of further 
trenches containing archaeological finds and fea­
tures, is given in Fig. 2.1. 

Site Geology 

The earliest deposit exposed during the excavations 
was the limestone bedrock, known as cornbrash or 
Forest Marble (Fig. 1.2). The bedrock was capped by 
clay, which was orange in patches immediately over 
the limestone, but above that formed a blue-grey 
layer up to 0.4 m deep (388) covering the whole of 
the site. This is interpreted as the top of the natural 
geology (the subsoil). The top of the bedrock was 
found at 82.26 m above OD on the north of the 
Mount House site (the moat excavation, Period 4b 
below), with the top of the natural clay at 82.44 m 
above OD. South of the present Mount House 
building (in the centre of the tower excavation area) 
the top of the natural clay was located at about 83 m 
above OD. Continuing south-east, the surface of the 
clay sloped downwards to 82.62 m above OD at the 
south end of the excavations. East of the Mount 
House in the Mount Mills site the top of the bedrock 
lay at 81.2 m above OD and the top of the overlying 
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clay at 81.28 m. The thickness of the natural clay, 
therefore, decreased from 0.18 m to 0.08 m across the 
site. 

THE MOUNT MILLS TRENCHES 

In the area known as Mount Mills a number of 
features and structures were located in evaluation 
trenches excavated by OAU in 1984, 1990 and 1992. 
The trenches closest to the Mount House (and all 
those containing significant archaeological deposits) 
are illustrated on Fig. 2.1. These trenches are 
described first since they contain some of the earliest 
features on the site. Most are described below; 1984 
Trench I, 1984 Trench V, 1990 Trench 2 and 1990 
Trench 6, all of which relate to the medieval moat, 
are, however, described with the north-west excava­
tion area, Period 4b. 

1992 Trench 3 - Period 1: prehistoric and Roman 

Nearly 70 m south of the Mount House an east-west 
trench was dug in 1992 (Trench 3). A single ditch 
(3/5) aligned north-west - south-east ran across the 
west part of the trench, but was not in line with the 
similarly aligned ditches in 1990 Trench 1. The only 
find from this ditch was a struck flint. 

1984 Trench HI, 1990 Trench 1 and 1992 Trench 
4-late Saxon and early Norman, c 900-1100 

Trench 1, dug in 1990, was positioned south of a 
series of sheds at the south side of the curtain wall of 
the Mount House. The limestone bedrock was cut by 
two ditches and overlain by post-medieval plough-
soils (layer 1/2 containing 19th-century sherds). 
Ditch 1/7 at the west end of trench 1 was aligned 
north-west - south-east, was 1.5 m wide and 0.5 m 
deep, and had sides sloping at 45°. The upper fill of 
the ditch, a grey sticky clay with charcoal inclusions 
(layer 1/7/2), contained fragments of late Saxon 
pottery (c 900-1050). A further ditch (1/6) aligned 
north - south, to the east of 1/7, contained no dating 
evidence. Ditch 1/6 was 0.6 m wide and 0.4 m deep, 
and was filled with a sticky grey clay. The feature 
appeared to have been 're-cut' on its east side, 
suggesting that it was a re-used boundary or drai­
nage feature. 

Trench 4, dug in 1992, also revealed post-medieval 
soils overlying the limestone bedrock, which was cut 
by two parallel ditches running east to west. Ditch 
4 /6 was 0.37 m deep and 1.4 m wide, and ditch 4 / 7 
to the east was 0.52 m deep and 1 m wide. The fills 
of ditch 4 /6 contained three sherds dated to the 11th 
to early 12th century, and ditch 4 /7 contained a 
sherd of possibly 12th-century date and a residual 
Roman sherd. The ditches may have formed part of a 
system of field boundaries, along with the ditches 
found in 1990 Trench 1. 

The south end of 1984 Trench III was thoroughly 
disturbed by modern buildings, but the north end cut 
through a modern bank, and beneath this the 

underlying deposits were better preserved. Here the 
natural limestone was overlain by layer 7, limestone 
fragments in a silty clay matrix, and this was cut 
through by a ditch (31) that just penetrated the 
bedrock below. To the north of the ditch the surface 
of layer 7 undulated, the series of V-profiled cuts 
visible in section possibly resulting from ploughing. 
Ditch 31 was filled with layer 3 = 35, a loam mixed 
with sand, small stones and traces of charcoal, which 
also sealed layer 7 to the north. 

Another east - west ditch (34) cut the bedrock at 
the very north end of the trench, but its full width 
and depth could not be established, as it lay partly 
beneath an existing road. The illustrated section 
(Fig. 2.1) suggests that the ditch may also have cut 
through layers 7 and 3, since its fills abutted them. 
Alternatively, these layers may represent a bank 
alongside the ditch. The limestone rose immediately 
south of ditch 34, and there was some doubt as to 
whether this was undisturbed or was redeposited 
upcast. If it were upcast, then layers 7 and 3 above 
must also have been bank material, though not 
derived from the ditch. Alternatively, layer 7 may be 
simply the natural soil overlying the limestone, 
equivalent to layer 6/3 in 1990 Trench 6 east of the 
Mount House, and the rise in the limestone simply a 
natural undulation. Layer 3 may more plausibly 
represent a bank adjacent to ditch 34. 

Ditch 31 was undated, but layer 33 = 10, the silt 
and sand fill of ditch 34, contained both sherds of a 
Roman vessel and a sherd of pottery of late Saxon or 
early medieval type. Ditch fill 33 was overlain by a 
layer of densely packed stones (3/10), which levelled 
off the top of the ditch and may have formed a 
cobbled surface. Layers 10 and 3 were overlain by a 
ploughsoil (32) that contained post-medieval clay 
pipe pieces of 17th-century and later date. 

The evidence from these trenches is not easy to 
decipher, but it is likely that a late Saxon or early 
Norman boundary has been identified, made up of 
two phases of ditch and apparently accompanied by a 
bank. It is possible that ditch 31 was superseded and 
buried beneath the upcast bank of ditch 34. Alter­
natively, layers 7 and/or 3 could have derived from 
ploughing to the south, gradually forming a head­
land at the north end of a field. This would accord 
with the stratigraphic sequence recorded in section, 
the earlier ditch 31 being infilled by ploughsoil and a 
new boundary ditch being established beyond the 
headland. Ditch 7 in 1990 Trench 1 was, presumably, 
another field boundary of the same date. 

1990 Trench 4 alongside Farm Mill Lane 

Late Saxon and Norman (950-1200) 

North-east of the Mount House, 1990 Trench 4 ran 
parallel to Farm Mill Lane for 71 m (Fig. 2.1). The 
western end of the trench was taken up with a 
shallow pond, which was also found at the north end 
of 1990 Trench 3, and whose dark fills contained 
19th-century pottery. East of this was a gully (4/15) 
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