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HANGAR FIELD, WOODSPORD HEATH, DORSET: 

archaeological evaluation. 

l.i : Introduction: the evalua tion strategy 

A preliainary 

An archaeol ogi c al assessment of Hangar Field, Woodsford Heath 

(Fig . l) O~R c e ntring SY 762882), was undertaken on the 7th and 

8 th of Se pte mbe r 1987 by the Birmingham University Field 

Archaeology Unit. Although .£• 2 ha. of the 12.5 ha. were not 

available for fieldwalking, and remain to be assessed, it was 

tlwught prefe rable to report now on the work carried out to date. 

The asses s ment was carried out on b~half of ARC Southern as 

requested by Dorset County Council and took the form of a 

fieldw a lking exerc ise to test the archaeological potential of the 

pro posed qua rry area. With no guidelines from previous 

archaeologica l work or discoveries, a rapid pass across the field 

(occupying 7 person days) wa s selected as the appropriate 

r esponse t o the specified brief. The County Sites and Monuments 

Record has been consulted but any further detailed aerial 

photographi c a nd cartographic evidence has not been incorporated 

at this stage. 

The following report outlines the current knowledge of the 

immediate environs of the study area, describes the study area 

itself and discusses the fieldwalking results. 

by a set of recommendations for further work. 

It is followed 

2.i: Woodsfo rd Heath: the arc haeology of the ~ 

The Dorse t Aqcient Monuments Record shows that there is little 
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known about former land use and settlement of these heath areas, 

in marked contrast to the surrounding chalklands. Three ?Bronze 

Age barrows are recorded immediately to theW and S of Hangar 

Field at SY 7 5878829 and 76038805 (Dorset AMR 1139/1-3). They 

were destroyed by gravel quarrying prior to 1954, and no further 

information is available. Further barrow groups are located 2km 

to the NE and l.5km to the SE. 

less equidistant from each other. 

T)le three groups are more or 

Half a km E of the field, in Bowley's Plantation, is a 

rectangular double-banked enclosure with an entrance surviving to 

the E. The W part has been destroyed by ploughing. Its exact 

date is uncertain although Durotrigian pottery (late Iron Age or 

early Romano-British) and sherds from a Bronze Age vessel were 

associated with 1 t. 

3.i: Hangar Field: recent land use; soils and geology 

The field formed part of a WW.Il airfield. Two hangars, from 

which the field derives its name, are in agricultural use to the 

south of the field, and the ruins of brick buildings are also 

evident . These belong to the WW.II period, as too must the 

areas of brick hard core and broken asphalt still surviving in 

places in the field (Fig. 2). Post-war land use has been 

primarily the cultivation of annual corn crops with potatoes 

rotated every fourth year. Ground preparation for the latter 

has in the past involved ploughing to a depth of 0.4m, although 

ploughing is currently to a depth of 0.3m. Destoning - a 

machine process which involves the burial of stones in trenches 

beneath the soil bed - has taken place recently in two small test 
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areas towards the cent re of the field as part of a demonstration 

of the process (information from the farmer Mr. M. Hancock). 

These ar~as cannot now be located securely but may be represented 

by some of the darker areas recorded on Fig. 2. 

The field t opsoil has a high clay fraction. Differential drying 

fol lowing rain has enabled darker areas to be recorded (Fig. 2). 

Within the topsoil a large amount of flood-deposited flint gravel 

derives from the subsoil, with large broken nodules of cream, 

buff and brown flint. This is a general spread across the field 

but some particularly dense concentrations were noted {Fig. 2). 

In addition some dark grey and reddish non-flint pebbles present 

are also likely to be of natural origin. 

On the N side of the field and to the SE, slightly deeper 

ploughing at the headlands had brought up patches of orange clay, 

apparently representing subsoil disturbance. The local 

geological formations are the Tertiary Reading Beds of sandy clay 

and ferruginous gravels. 

ARC test pits and boreholes do not differentiate between topsoil 

a nd subsoil (data from ARC drawing W 39e/13). The depth of soil 

and subsoil over the sand and gravel beneath has been plotted 

from this data as a trend surface plot on Fig. 3. Although 

taking both toge ther may be misleading, there may be some 

significance in the greater depths to W and SE of the field, 

especially in view of the data mapped on Figs. 4 and 5. 

4.i: The Fieldwalking exercise 

Fieldwalkin~ as a method of archaeological evaluation is based on 
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the principle that material in the topsoil is likely to represent 

disturbed deposits from archaeological strata beneath. There 

are limitations to this method in that some types of evidence 

(eg. graves or ploughed-out barrows) are unlikely to be 

detectable; that only a small proportion of material present in 

the topsoil will be visible on the surface at any one time; and 

that the re co rded material may not be a representative sample. 

While these biases inherent in the method should be noted, 

f ieldwalking remains by far the best method for detailed 

assessment of an area, and also provides a useful data base for 

indicating the need for further work by other means (cf. Fasham 

et al 1980, Darvill 1984). 

4.ii: Methodology 

Four-fifths of the field were available for fieldwalking 

following ploughing at the end of August. About 2 ha. remain to 

be examined when the crop is removed later in the autumn. 

The ploughed part of the field · was gridded into SOm squares based 

on the Ordnance Survey National Grid. The OS grid line northing 

SY 883 was established by tapes and compass and served as the 

base line from which the field was subdivided using tapes and an 

optical square. Each SOm square was examined for 40 minutes by 

one worker who was instructed to pick up and bag all introduced 

struck flint and flint artifacts together with any pottery which 

was not clearly post-medieval. In addition the worker was asked 

to record but not retrieve iron, brick, animal bone, tile, 

slate, glass, post-medieval pottery, slag, and any other apparent 

artifacts. ~he latter material was recorded in the field on a 
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~ forma for each grid square and the detailed count of the 

former material was subsequently added to the form. After the 

lapse of 40 minutes the worke r moved to a fresh square. In 

order that each square be thoroughly covered the worker was asked 

to check that after 10 minutes one quarter of the square was 

covered etc ., a nd this soon became a routine. 

4.iii: The Results 

Whilst the use of a 50m square grid allows a large area to be 

covered rapidly and economically, the large grid size does not 

a llow fo r any more than fairly crude distribution data to be 

achieved. Neve rtheless clea r indications exist on the field 

surface of human activity in the past. 

Figu r es 4 and 5 show the distribution of struck flints and of 

flint artifacts. Fig. 4 was achieved by summing four adjacent 

squares and allotting the total figure divided by four to the 

cen tre point commo n to the squares. From this data a trend 

surface plot was constructed following the principles of 

co ntouring. I n Figure 5 t he f 1 i n t a r t if a c t s have been map pe d 

approximately at the centre of their respective find squares. 

4.iii (a): Prehistoric 

Some 420 struck flints together with at least 30 flint implements 

and cores were record e d. The dark grey flint raw 

material was clearly distinct from the unworked, naturally 

occurring f lint gravel present in the topsoil. The source of 

the former ~aterial is likely to be chalk deposits located a few 
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km. to the W or s. Only one probable core was found. The 

struck flints were generally around 50mm long and 20mm thick and 

secondary working was clear on many. The predominant tool types 

were scrapers and a smaller number of bifacially trimmed knives. 

A handful of calcined flints were also recorded. 

pottery was found. 

No prehistoric 

Flint scatters of this type are not closely datable and are 

difficult t o interpret. Nevertheless some points may be made. 

The who le assemblage gives an impression of homogeneity, not just 

from the similarity of the raw material, but also from the 

uniformity of the struck flints and the restricted range of 

artifacts found. There was no evidence of microliths, 

a rrowheads or stone axe fragments. Their absence suggests that 

the flint debitage and tools found may be Bronze Age rather than 

neolithic or earlier in date. 

The distribution of this material clearly increased to the W of 

the field, with the general focus extending \.Z of the area 

examined. Although the implement scatter (Fig. 5) is confined 

to the \.Z of the field it does not appear to increase in density. 

On the other hand the increase in struck flints towards theW 

{Fig. 4) is marke d. It is tempting to associate this 

distribution pattern with the former existence of the barrows to 

the W of Hangar Field (2.i). If there is an association then 

this would add weight to the suggested Bronze Age date for the 

lithic spread. 

4.iii (b): Romano-British and Medieval 

There were ~o indications in the form of pottery or building 
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materials of any Romano-British or medieval activity. 

4 . iii (c): Post-Medieval 

The presence of 229 sherds of post-medieval pottery was noted in 

a relatively even spread across the field. Judging from the 

fabrics and surface designs cursorily noted, this pottery· was 

18th or 19th-century in date. Glass of an 18th-century or later 

date was also recorded. This material is likely to have been 

introduced into the field through manuring, as too is the very 

little animal bone and slag recorded. More recent material is 

likely to derive from WW.Il use of the field or from post-war 

activity. This included brick, tile, broken asphalt and 

concrete , as well as the button from a military uniform. 

To sum up, it is probable that buried features of the prehistoric 

period survive below plough horizons in Hangar Field. The 

indications of struck flints and scrapers are of flint-working 

and domesti c occupation areas. Although definite concentrations 

a re poorly defined the distribution of the lithic material 

indicates that these areas either lie in the W part of the field 

within the examined area, or further W in the unexamined area. 

The types of flint found and the proximity of the barrows 

s uggest a Bronze Age date, and the possibility of further burials 

and funerary deposits surviving below ground remains. 

S.i: Recommendations 

I t is cle ar that further work is needed to amplify the data 

r ec overed to date, to locate any activity concentrations, and to 
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retrieve and record any further evidence prior to quarrying. 

Arising from this preliminary evaluation the following proposals 

are recommended: 

a) A mo re intensive survey of the remaining 2ha. of unexamined 

field. It is suggested that rather than complete the 

fie ldw alk ing survey on a 50m square grid at 40 minutes per 

square, the remaining area, lying as it does directly W and S of 

the main lithic concentration, should be more intensively 

fieldwalked on a 25m square grid at 20 minutes per square. 

b) A programme of geophysical survey be set in process, 

covering the W part of Hangar Field and following on a) above. 

c) An option of trial trenching be retained following a) and b) 

above. 

d) A watchi ng brief should be instituted during topsoil 

st ripping, and that suffici e nt time for surface examination 

between topsoil and subsoil stripping be planned for at this 

stage . 

e) A more detailed excavation option be borne in mind dependent 

on any results recovered during topsoil stripping. 

Notes If accepted it is proposed that options a) and b) 

comprise a second phase of the evaluation to be 

und ertake n as soon as required, and for which a 

separate costing be provided. 

It is und e rstood from ARC that a two-stage pre

extraction overburden stripping procedure would permit 

option d). 
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HANGAR FIELD, WOODSFORD HEATH 
AREA FIELDWALKED SEPTEMBER 1987 AND 
SURFACE FEATURES 
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HANGAR FIELD. WOODSFORD HEATH 
TREND SURFACE PLOT OF SOIL AND SUBSOIL DEPTH 
(Data from A.R.C boreholes dwg. W39e/13) 
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HANGAR FIELD, WOODSFORO HEATH 
STRUCK FLINT- TREND SURFACE PLOT OF FRAGMENT FREQUENCY 
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HANGAR FIELD , WOOOSFORD HEATH 

FLINT ARTIFACTS - DISTRIBUTION PLOT 
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