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EVALUATION AT REA'S TIMBER YARD, WORCESTER (HWCM 9550) 

David Wichbold, Assistant Archaeological Field Officer 

1) Summary 

An evaluation excavation was carried out in the former Rea's Timber Yard in advance of development 

proposals by Stennard Harrison. The site lies to the north of the Roman and medieval centre of 

Worcester. A Roman ditch and kiln and a layer of post-medieval agricultural soil were located in the 

western part of the site, but all other deposits were late post-medieval in date. 

2) Introduction 

Rea's Timber Yard is situated to the north of the historic core of the city of Worcester, at NGR SO 8471 

5557. The evaluation was carried out in an area bounded on the east by Britannia Road, by Moor Street 

to the south, and by Love's Grove to the west, with businesses and houses to the south. The timber yard 

buildings still stand, but are unoccupied. No previous archaeological investigation has been undertaken 

on the site, but knowledge of archaeological deposits in areas to the south and north suggest that this is 

an area of good potential for the survival of significant archaeological deposits, especially those of Roman 

date. When and if development takes place, the main focus of building activity and ground disturbance is 

likely to be along the street frontages. 

Topographically Worcester lies in the valley of the River Severn, just above its confluence with the Teme. 

The historic core of the city is situated on the east bank of the river, on a terrace of sand and gravel which 

rises to a height of c 26m OD (Worcester Terrace, Palmer 1982) overlying Mercian Mudstone (Keuper 

Marl). Evidence of the earliest settlement dates as far back as the Iron Age and continued, with varying 

degrees of intensity, through the Roman and medieval periods to the present day (Barker 1969, 9-42). 

A Roman road, whose line is projected from earlier sightings at Blackfriars (HWCM 378; Mundy 1985) 

and Farrier Street (HWCM 8229; Darlington 1989), was expected to run past the site to the east on a 

north to south alignment. At Farrier Street (Darlington 1989) the road was accompanied by remains 

associated with the Roman iron industry, residues of which have also been noted at Pitchcroft. Industrial 

activities may have flanked the Roman road for some distance to the north of the town centre. Further to 

the north the massive circular sandstone foundations discovered in Britannia Square in 1829 are now 

interpreted as a probable Romano-British temple (HWCM 231), and scheduled as an ancient monument 

under the Ancient Monuments and Archaeological Areas Act 1979 (Hereford and Worcester County 
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Monument No 343(e)) as an site of national importance. A large number of coins of 4th century date 

came from the same area, and groundworks for houses on the north-west corner of Moor Street and 

Britannia Road are reported to have revealed mosaic paving (Dominic Perring pers comm). Domestic 

occupation or cemeteries flanking the road may also have been present. 

Plan analysis of 19th century maps and other earlier sources is a technique being used by Nigel Baker in 

a forthcoming study of Worcester (Baker pers comm) which indicates that although medieval occupation 

did extend as far to the north of the city centre as Love's Grove, it was, however, confined to the land 

bounded by the Tything to the east and Britannia Road to the west. This formed part of a suburb, 

probably representing a planned unit, extending for a distance of almost 600m along Foregate Street and 

the Tything. The evaluation area, west of Britannia Road, is therefore not included in the habitation 

area, and can be expected to have been in agricultural use during the medieval period. 

For the post-medieval period two maps give further information on the use to which the area was put. 

Young's map of 1779 (Fig 4) shows the land east of Love's Grove as small garden plots resembling 

allotments. The 1886 First Series Ordnance Survey map (Figs 1 and 2) shows the evaluation area 

occupied by houses fronting onto Love's Grove in the west, and Britannia Road in the east with garden 

plots and houses to the north and south. 

3) Aims 

The aims of the evaluation were to locate archaeological deposits and determine, if present, their extent, 

state of preservation, date, type, vulnerability, documentation, quality of setting and amenity value. The 

purpose of this is to establish their significance and enable an appropriate treatment to be established 

and integrated with the proposed development programme. 

4) Method 

Two trenches were excavated by machine, one adjacent to Love's Grove and the other adjacent to 

Britannia Road. 

The deposits revealed were cleaned by hand, photographed, drawn and recorded according to standard 

Archaeology Section recording practice (Archaeology Section Recording System ASl 02/88, AS2 02/88, 

AS3 06/87, ASS 02/88). Selected deposits were then excavated and recorded individually. 
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5) Analysis 

A stratigraphic matrix was produced and phased (Fig 9). Three phases were identified: 

Phase 1 Natural deposits 

Phase 2 Roman deposits 

Phase 3 Post-medieval deposits 

Phase 1 Natural deposits 

Natural deposits (context 8, Fig 8) consisted of a coarse sandy gravel in Trench A. No natural deposits 

were found in Trench B. 

Phase 2 Roman deposits 

The earliest Roman deposit in Trench A was the fill of a ditch aligned north to south (7, Figs 5 and 8), 

just over 2m wide and 0.65m deep. 

The ditch was flat bottomed with sloping sides. The fill contained occasional sherds of Roman pottery, 

sandstone blocks, some of which were faced, a few lumps of mortar and the occasional lump of slag. The 

ditch was cut from the top of the natural sandy gravel. 

Cut through the fill of the ditch was the remains of a clay lined pit (6, Figs 5 and 8) the fill and debris 

from it containing only Roman pottery and some slag. 

In Trench B a compacted sandy layer (12, Figs 6 and 7) contained no pottery but its distinctive character 

to those overlying indicated that it was significantly early in date; possibly Roman. It was not investigated 

further because it was found at the limit at which ground disturbance is likely to occur. 

Phase 3 Post-medieval deposits 

The earliest post-medieval deposit in Trench A was a uniform layer of sandy loam (5; Figs 5 and 8) 

immediately overlying the Roman levels. It contained occasional pebbles, brick, pot and bone. This layer 

was cut by the construction trenches for a drain or sewer (4) and brick walls (2 and 3; Figs 5 and 8) 

which were themselves overlain by an associated layer (3). All of these were overlain by a reinforced 
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concrete surface and its foundation (1). 

In Trench B the earliest post-medieval deposit was a uniform layer of sandy loam (11; Figs 6 and 7) 

similar to layer (5) in Trench A. It contained pebbles and the occasional fragment of brick/tile and 

pottery. This layer was cut by the construction trench for a brick wall (13; Fig 7) which had associated 

layers (10) overlying (11); a similar sequence to the walls (2 and 3) and layer (3) in Trench A. 

Layer (10) was then cut by a large feature (10, Figs 6 and 7) with a sloping side running at least the 

entire length of the trench towards Britannia Road at the east. This was then sealed by a concrete floor 

(10) and its foundation. 

6) Discussion 

The clay lined pit in Trench A (6; Figs 5 and 8) is a kiln of Roman date. The clay sides were fired 

suggesting that it was used for an activity that required high temperatures, like pottery production, 

although no waste pottery fragments were found in association with it. Alternatively a parallel may be 

drawn with similar features found at Farrier Street (HWCM 8229; Darlington 1989). However, the same 

very strong association with iron working debris has not been found here. 

The ditch (7; Figs 5 and 8) is Roman and its fill contained 78 sherds of Roman pottery, some Roman tile, 

slag and animal bone. The large number of blocks of sandstone, some of which were faced, together with 

the lumps of mortar recovered would suggest that somewhere in the vicinity of the site there was a 

substantial building or other structure of the Roman period. It is possible that the remains of such a 

structure still exist in situ but have not been revealed in the area of the trenches. 

Trench A indicated that Roman deposits are found at a depth of 1m in the west of the site. Trench B 

indicated that deposits of possible archaeological significance are found at a depth of 1.5m in the east of 

the site. 

Some estimate of the extent of the later disturbance can be gained from the first series Ordnance Survey 

map of 1886 in addition to the excavated information from the trenches. The eastern part of the site 

would appear to have been more heavily affected by later activity and any significant deposits that may 

exist, survive at a greater depth. Roman deposits in Trench A survive despite the trench being located on 

the site of a later building. This would indicate that in the western half of the site deposits survive in a 

better state of physical preservation. This is especially true of the Love's Grove frontage for which the 

1886 map shows very few buildings. Ground disturbance below eO. 7m will probably affect deposits of 

Roman date in this area. 
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Both Trench A and B revealed walls belonging to the late post-medieval period. These walls match those 

of the buildings on the 1886 map (Fig 2). Prior to the 19th century development of the area a significant 

depth of soil had accumulated possibly related to the use of the area for agricultural or horticultural 

purposes. This process appears to have occurred in the area to the north of the medieval city wall, and 

has been observed at Love's Grove (HWCM 9552; Edwards 1990), Sansome Street (HWCM 7551; 

Darlington 1989) and Farrier Street (HWCM 8229; Darlington 1989). 

Although stratigraphic relationships exist between Roman features identified in the trenches there is no 

evidence of substantial structural remains and the depth of stratigraphy may be assumed not to be great. 

The suggestion that, on the basis of the evidence of plan analysis, this area was in agricultural use in the 

medieval period, is supported by there being no features and very little medieval material on the site. 

In the post-medieval period the earliest deposits were a build up of soil, due to agricultural or 

horticultural use, which lasted until the 19th century when the area was developed with housing. The 

housing then being demolished for the construction of the timber yard buildings in the 20th century. 

7) Conclusions 

This area is known to be outside the inhabited Roman town of Worcester, however, activity is known to 

extend along the Roman road which runs to the east of the site. This activity is of a religious and 

industrial nature. Although one of the features located during the evaluation may have had an industrial 

use it was not associated with any other substantial remains, either structural or artifactual. The features 

located therefore would not appear to be of great significance, reflecting a low intensity of activity. 

8) Recommendations 

This report and its recommendations are prepared for advisory purposes only and take account solely of 

archaeological issues. They are not intended to prejudice the determination of any application for 

planning permission. 

The following recommendation is made; due to the possibility of Roman deposits surviving in a better 

state of preservation in the western part of the site a watching brief would be appropriate. A watching 

brief would aim to observe and record deposits of archaeological interest. 
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All primary records and finds are kept at: 

Archaeology Section 

Hereford and Worcester County Council 

Tetbury Drive 

Warndon 

Worcester WR4 9LS 

Tel Worcester (0905) 58608 

A security copy of the archive has been placed at: 

12) Abbreviations 

Hereford and Worcester County Museum 

Hartlebury Castle 

Hartlebury 

Near Kidderrninster 

Worcestershire DYll 7XZ 

Te1Hartlebury(0299)250416 

Numbers prefixed with "HWCM" are the primary reference numbers used by the Hereford and 

Worcester County Sites and Monuments Record. 

HWCC - Hereford and Worcester County Council 
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