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1. Introduction 
 
The aim of the project was to secure the complete archive of excavations 

in Ipswich between 1974 and 1990 for future use in an ordered fashion so 
that it can be made easily and widely accessible in the near future. 

Products were to include  
 An ordered and secure documentary archive, comprising physical 

and digital records 

 An ordered and secure material archive of the finds and ecofacts 
 Digital catalogues to allow easy location of all elements of the 

archive by event, material and context 
 A proposal for making the key elements of the archive accessible 
 Good documentation of the project processes 

 
2. Duration and variation 

 
The original project was designed to run from April 2009 to April 2010. In 
February 2010 the costs and timetable were re-assessed and a Variation 

Order obtained to cover over-runs on both material and documentary 
archive work, which had already been signalled by an extension of the 

timetable to July 2010. The main phase of documentary archive work was 
completed by January 2010 apart from a few minor partial tasks 
completed during the subsequent 6 months. The material archive was re-

packed and largely despatched by December 2010 (slowed in the final 4 
months by a 50% reduction in staff). Assessment of the content of the 

archives as part of the preparation for the phase 2 project design 
(dissemination phase) identified serious gaps in the small finds records 
which could most efficiently be remedied before the finds were 

transferred. This final variation (tasks 31 – 34) was agreed in January 
2011 and the work completed by August 2011. The final project output 

was a project design for phase 2, submitted in December 2011 and it was 
agreed that this End-of-Project Report be completed by 1st Feb 2012. 

 
3. Project results and lessons learned 
 

3.1 Finds archive:  
Ownership was transferred to Ipswich Borough Museum for each of the 34  

excavation material archives. 
 
3.1.2 Bulk finds re-boxing etc (PD task 5) 

A total of 7,430 boxes of bulk finds were repacked and listed, of which 16 
(pottery – illustration/report correlation queries) have been retained at 

Unit 4 Ipswich, the rest being transported to storage in Colchester. The 
total includes 6 pallets (architectural stone) and 30 outsize boxes 
(pottery).  
 



Overall the time overruns on the bulk finds were relatively minor, though 
the proposed schedule was very tight; the departure of one member of 

staff on maternity leave slowed down progress in the late stages of re-
boxing. 

 
Practical issues that had not been identified at initial PD stage included: 
 Extra museum requirements: record box weights on heavy 

materials (building materials, fired clay, slag, querns, samples), a total 
1,147 of the boxes; add new accession numbers to all box labels. 

 Poor former storage – loss of labelling from some large architectural 
stone; damp causing mould on the contents of a few boxes of HSR 
 Separation/combination issues – the general principle that material 

was to be boxed by material, grouped by site and OP (context) number, 
had to be modified eg where specialists had done part of the assemblage 

(animal bone) or had subdivided further (eg pottery). Some material had 
been lumped into context groups and was split again where feasible. 
 Outsize materials: architectural stone was cling film wrapped onto 

pallets; custom boxes had to be made in-house using Corex for a few 
complete pottery items that were beyond the board size available to the 

box manufacturer. 
 

3.1.3 Small finds packaging and labelling (tasks 6-7) 
275 boxes containing metalwork and other small finds have been re-
packaged. 194 boxes of iron objects have been transferred to Colchester, 

but the remainder has been retained while the Ipswich Museum metal 
store was being re-furbished.  

 
This aspect of the finds archive consolidation had the largest over-run: the 
extent of repackaging and re-labelling required was underestimated in the 

PD (in practice nearly 100% were re-bagged and labelled) and the basic 
time allocation for the process proved insufficient. Individual finds 

handling is very time consuming, as was better recognised for the later 
tasks dealing with type identification and photo record. 
 

3.1.4 General 
The finds processing team were both already experienced in the basics of 

finds management, and proved to be generally good at identifying and 
solving problems. No specific training requirements were identified as 
needed except for an introduction to the archaeology of Ipswich and a 

tour of the historic core with Keith Wade.  
 

A benefit to SCCAS has been a raised awareness of the potential 
shortcomings in existing provision for other 1970’s-1980’s excavated 
material and this has led to better monitoring procedures in the finds 

stores. 
 

3.2 Documentary archive (tasks 11-13, 19-22) 
The Ipswich documentary archive is now held in 139 archive containers 
(mainly archive boxes but also 3 plan hanging cabinets), the contents of 

which are fully catalogued.  
 



Although the finds archive from the specific 34 sites could be easily 
defined and separated this was less practicable in the case of 

documentary material. The collection includes elements from 208 
individual IAS locations, but each of the non-project sites consist of 5 

items or less in the catalogues, which contain around 3,250 items overall. 
To separate the documentary material would have taken far more time 
than inclusion and would have been impossible for items such as X-rays 

and photographs.  
 

There is a strong likelihood that the long term repository will be the 
Suffolk Record Office but there is likely to be more requirement for access 
via the Archaeological Service than from elsewhere for the next couple of 

years and the archaeological paper store is secure and temperature and 
humidity monitored. In either case the material will remain the property of 

Suffolk County Council. The catalogue tables could easily be transferred 
from MS Acess to the Archives catalogue in DSCalm, and the system is 
now the model for the remainder of the SCCAS field archives.  

 
There were some substantial underestimates of quantities – for example 

of the quantity of on-site and subsequent context sheets and of paper 
records relating to the conservation of artefacts. There is also a 

substantial amount of paper relating to analysis of various aspects of the 
sites, including numerous computer printouts of pottery information that 
have not been fully related to the draft copies of the report. 

 
Although tasks 11-13 were identified separately it was found to be more 

efficient in practice to catalogue at the same time as material was being 
packed for much of the archive. 
 

The importance of always using a site code on all material was reinforced 
– miscellaneous reports and letters with a site address only led to delays 

while the details were checked. 
 
Items of both correspondence and reports (final versions or final drafts) 

were OCR scanned for future access (task 15). Email discussion with EH 
(Fort Cumberland) failed to produce digital copies of most of the AML 

reports (apart from HSR) and these were one of the largest group of items 
to be scanned. 
 

There are specific issues with large plan sheets (task 19): most have been 
stored using adhesive plan hanger strips. The adhesive on these fails over 

time leading to damage as the plans are crushed at the bottom of the 
cabinet and loss of identification if it had been written on the hanger 
rather than the sheet. The use of masking tape or normal staples in 

repairs over the years add to the problems. Despite the advice in Brown 
(2007) to store flat if possible neither SCCAS not the SRO can do this for 

all material, particularly standard permatrace plan sheets. Plan hangers 
were replaced where needed using non-iron metal staples. Outsize plans 
have been loosely rolled and either tied or stored in large sectional plastic 

tubes.  
 



Despite some concerns that a process of re-ordering by staff unfamiliar 
with the Ipswich sites would make it impossible to locate material quickly 

the opposite has already been shown to be true. It is now possible for any 
SCCAS staff to use the system to locate elements of the paper record to a 

particular box in a specific location (and often to offer a digital alternative 
as a first option). 
 

3.3 Digital archive (tasks 8-10, 14-18) 
The digital database material now comprises a set of original files plus 

extracted tables which have been standardised and combined for use as a 
working research archive. There are now 340 reports and other 
documents in digital format and 2066 digital images. 

 
The process of software renewal (dBase to MS Access, generally via MS 

Excel, plus upgrades between versions of MS Access) had caused massive 
duplications of data tables, as well as copies used by different individuals, 
items on floppy disks etc etc. From the 1301 tables initially listed for 

comparison and identification of up to date versions 398 were finally 
incorporated into the research archive tables; occasionally there were 

uncertainties as to whether the selected table did include all the latest 
data and these were noted. 

 
The use of MS Access introduced particular problems: metadata about 
editing is obscured at file level because it registers as modified every time 

the file is opened. The SCC systems had also introduced permissions 
problems such that tables in old versions of MS Access could only be 

examined by importing into the current version, losing metadata from the 
tables in the process.  
 

There are 16,499 context records from 30 of the 34 archive project sites, 
a similar number of bulk finds quantity records and a larger number of 

individually catalogued finds records. Standardisation of field names and 
of the format of site codes and numeric identifiers was possible but the 
addition of any interpretative or descriptive fields was not feasible at this 

stage, except for some of the small finds (tasks 31 under final variation 
order). 

 
The most serious digital data loss seems to have been the most recent 
work on the iron small finds: no table contained the data recorded 

elsewhere as completed. The likely explanation is that the data was on a 
laptop used for finds work and that it was not copied off at redundancy. 

 
It proved possible to recover all documents in earlier software (MS Works, 
Word 2.0, WordStar) though conversion from WordStar removed all 

formatting. Poor file naming led to time being spent untangling the figures 
and tables from two reports stored in the same folder. 

 
The two staff on the documentary and digital team had some experience 
of Record Office archives practice and general IT experience. A more 

thorough grounding in manipulating tables in MS Excel and Access might 
have been useful but the necessary skills were acquired rapidly by 

experiment and reading. Brown (2007) provided invaluable focussed 



guidance on most aspects. The initial contact with ADS also provided 
useful support (for example text file conversion) and specific advice on a 

variety of digital questions. 
 

3.4 General management issues 
Working and storage space was identified at the start of the project as a 
potential issue but in practice the use of Ford House (Bury St Edmunds) 

plus three temporary container units meant that a steady flow of finds 
from Unit 4 Ipswich and on to Colchester could be managed without 

excessive double-handling. 
 
Staffing on the project was stable throughout apart from one departure on 

maternity leave near the conclusion of the finds re-packaging. Provision 
was made for documentary staff to work outside the (windowless) archive 

store whenever practicable. 
 
Although the concurrent running of the finds and documentary work 

meant that there was good cross-team communication for problem solving 
it was not always possible for the documentary team to provide definitive 

answers and data for site finds queries (eg eg previous separation or 
merging of artefact groups, apparent discrepancies in labelling) when they 

were most needed in the early stages of the project. Ideally the 
documentary work should have started several months ahead of the finds 
so that reliable site and finds data tables could be checked and annotated 

from the finds team. This was achieved in the later stages for the small 
finds (metalwork excluding iron). 

 
The issues around specialists failing to complete work and return finds and 
documentation are common to all large field projects. Work on the 

Ipswich archive has led to the retrieval of various long outstanding classes 
of objects including the post-Roman coins and half of the hones (we 

remain optimistic that a second box of these will eventually turn up now 
there is an awareness that they exist!). Other material, specifically 
medieval window glass is still to be collected. Work is ongoing on worked 

bone and antler for publication and this will be fully re-integrated to the 
archive after submission of the publication report. 

 
The inclusion of finds transfer at a late stage in the PD meant that new 
requirements arose regarding labelling boxes (as noted above), plus the 

need to establish in writing the ownership transfer from developers to SCC 
wherever possible as well as from SCC to Ipswich Borough. 

 
4. Ongoing evaluation 
 

The test of phase 1 of the Ipswich archive project will be in the future 
efficient retrieval of physical material in good condition. 

 
It has already been shown that documentary and digital information can 
be rapidly located within SCCAS in response to research enquiries, for 

example a PhD request for data on imported stone items. Phase 2, 
dissemination, will build upon this to make the digital resource much more 

accessible. 



Access to the finds has been made more complex for researchers in that 
two bodies are now involved, SCC for intellectual rights and full 

documentary data and CIMS for practical access to the catalogued boxes. 
Several potential projects have already requested the possible use of 

Ipswich material and any that come to fruition will be monitored for any 
accessibility issues. 
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