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Description of works. 
 
Five evaluation trenches totalling 59.5m in length (width 1.2m) were dug by mechanical excavator in the 
development plot behind 18 Potacre Street, Great Torrington (fig. 1). This was supervised by staff from South 
West Archaeology with hand excavation and archaeological recording being carried out according to the WSI 
agreed with DCHES.  
 
Trench 1 (11m in length, figs 2 and 3) 
 
This trench revealed undisturbed natural firm orange silt-clay with some stone, at a depth of 0.95m at the southern 
end of the trench, dropping to 1.45m mid trench. (With the agreement of DCHES only the southern end of the 
trench was excavated to the depth of natural as only this area was affected by the proposed development). Cut 
into this was a linear feature [105] running north-south. A maximum length of 3.25m was seen, terminating to the 
south in a rounded end; it was 0.58m wide, up to 0.25m deep, with concave sides and a flat base. It was filled with 
(106) a mid to light grey quite soft clay silt containing fragments of charcoal and lumps of orange clay. Over half 
this fill was hand excavated but no finds were recovered. 
Over this lay (101) a mid grey soft clay-silt containing occasional stone and charcoal fragments; 0.45-0.95m thick. 
This was followed by (100) a dark, soft topsoil 0.5m thick containing 19th- and 20th-century pottery. In the southern 
part of the trench a lens of rubble (104) 3m long and 0.25m thick lay between (100) and (101). This contained 
stone, slate and lime mortar with coal inclusions. 
At the north end of the trench a 1m wide drain [102] filled with stone, occasional brick and voids ran east-northeast 
to west-southwest; it was cut from within the topsoil. 0.65m of its depth was excavated; the bottom was not 
reached as the feature was modern and this area of the development required no groundworks. 
 
 
Trench 2 (10.5m in length, fig. 3) 
 
This trench was excavated to undisturbed natural firm yellow silt-clay with some stone, at a depth of 0.7m at the 
southern end of the trench and 0.9m to the north. Mid-trench the natural was cut by [209] a feature 3.5m wide, 
0.4m deep to the south and 0.2m deep to the north; feature extended the width of the trench, was fairly steep and 
concave to the south and a gentle slope to the north. [209] was filled with a grey-brown silt-clay (205); this was 0.35

 
 

Dark grey loamy layer (204) 0.15-0.3m thick. 
Surface of angular paving slabs (203) 0.1-0.5m across, 0.1m thick, with a ragged eastern edge running roughly 
north-south; this did not extend to the northern and southern limits of the trench. 
Layer of firm, orange-brown clay silt (202) 50-100mm thick over the slabs only. 
A dark topsoil (200) 0.3-0.45m thick. 
At the north end of the trench was cut [206] a steep-sided feature extending only 0.15m into the western side of 
the excavation; it was cut from under the paved surface (203) and its soft, dark grey loamy fill (201) contained 19th-
century pottery. It was itself cut by [208] the stone-filled drain also seen in Trench 1. 
 
 
 
 

-0.4m deep and contained a few stones and charcoal fragments. It spilt out of the southern edge of the cut over the
natural and was covered by the following, successive layers:



Trench 3 (9.5m in length, fig. 3) 
 
This trench was excavated to undisturbed natural firm yellow silt-clay with some stone, at a depth of 0.6m to the 
south and 0.8m to the north. It was overlain by (305) a brownish-grey clay-silt generally 0.1-0.25m deep but 
thickening to 0.5m in the northern 2m of the trench. 
This was cut by [304] a feature 2m wide, extending across the trench, 0.35m deep with steep, concave sides and a 
flat base. The base was covered with (307) a firm layer of sandy lime mortar 50mm thick; this was overlain by 
(302) a soft grey sandy-silt containing 19th-century pottery and glass and (303) an orange-brown clay-silt. 
The feature and its fills were covered by (301) a layer of rubble up to 0.3m thick containing stone, brick, slate and 
lime mortar with clay as well as 19th- or 20th- century pottery; this extended most of the length of the trench. Its 
southern end was covered by (306) a layer of stone in loamy soil (probably a garden path) and dark topsoil (300) 
0.2-0.55m thick. 
As in Trenches 1 and 2, a stone-filled drain [308] ran across the northern end of the trench. 
The rubble layer corresponds with a building shown in 19th-century maps of the site (fig. 4). Cut [304] may be 
associated with this structure. 
 
Trench 4 (14.5m in length, fig. 3) 
 
This trench was excavated to undisturbed natural firm yellow silt-clay with some stone at a depth of 0.8m to the 
east and 0.4m to the west. 5.5m from the east end of the trench the natural was cut by a feature [404] extending 
across the width of the trench and 6.5m east to west. The east edge was not revealed as the fill in that half was not 
excavated; the west edge sloped down gently to a flat base; it was 0.65m deep. The feature was filled with (403) a 
grey clay-silt containing stone, brick and tile. It also contained a large amount of animal bone (including cattle) and 
some 19th- and 20th-century pottery. It was overlain by (402) a layer of mixed yellow clay (25%) and grey clay silt 
(75%). At its western end this was overlapped by (406) a stony surface 0.25m thick – a modern garden feature. 
Cut through these fills was a stone- and brick-built wall /401\ 0.5m thick and 0.45-1.05m high (bonded with lime 
mortar containing coal). This wall ran for 7.25m west-southwest to east-northeast along the south side of the 
trench with returns across the trench at each end. The inside of this structure was filled with (405) a dark grey 
loamy soil containing abundant rubble and 19th- and 20th- century pottery and glass. 
The whole was covered by (400) a dark grey loamy topsoil 0.3-0.85m deep. 
The stone-filled drain seen in Trenches 1-3 was also present at the east end of this trench but was truncated by 
the building /401\. 
The structure /401\ corresponds with a building shown in 19th-century maps of the site (fig. 4). 
 
Trench 5 (14m in length, fig. 2) 
 
This trench was excavated to natural stony greyish-yellow firm silt-clay 0.45-0.6m below the surface; a total of 14 
features were cut into the natural, mainly in the eastern 8m of the trench (see plan). 8 of these took the form of 
circular post holes 0.2-0.4m in diameter, 0.2-0.3m deep, with steep or vertical sides and flat bases and stony, grey 
clay-silt fills. One of these [511] was almost entirely filled with a rectilinear stone about 0.3m square – probably a 
post pad. In such a narrow trench it was not possible to discern any pattern in these post holes. 
There were three sub-square features [516], [518] and [520] 0.25m square and 0.2m deep closely placed in a line 
north-northwest to south-southeast across the trench; each had a stony greyish-brown silt-clay fill. These were 
presumably post holes for a wall or feature, possibly an internal division of /501\ (see below). 
There were also three linear features cut into the natural: 
[524] runs northeast-southwest, was 0.2-0.3m wide and 50-100mm deep with steep sides and a flat base; its fill 
(525) was a light grey silt-clay with abundant stone. A total length of 3.9m was seen across the trench. 
[527] runs east-west for 2.2m from the south edge of excavation to a rounded terminus to the west. It was 0.7m 
wide, 150mm deep with a flat base and steep sides. Its fill (528) was a grey, stony silt-clay. 
Both of these lay at the east end of the trench. 
[507] ran north-south across the width of the trench, was 0.2m wide and 0.1m deep; its fill (508) was a greyish-
brown silt-clay. 
Most of these features (both the linears and post holes) contained pottery later than 1700; those features without 
dating evidence might be earlier but it seems more likely that all are relatively modern. 
The centre of the trench cut through a stone- and brick-built wall /501\ (bonded with lime mortar containing coal) 
0.45m thick and 0.6m high. This ran for 5.1m along the north edge of the trench with returns across the trench at 
each end; it sat on natural. 
At the west end of the trench was another wall /502\ running northwest to southeast with a return to the southwest 
at the north end. This was 0.35m wide, up to 0.3m high and built of roughly coursed and worked stone bonded with 
a yellow-brown clay. This wall sat on the natural clay. Within the wall and also sat on the natural clay was a rough 
cobbled surface (504) of angular stone 0.1-0.15m thick. This was overlain by (503) a loose deposit of dark grey 
silt, pieces of stone and abundant pieces of slag up to 0.2m across. This slag was magnetic, as were numerous 
small fragments of hammerscale within the matrix; this, and the form of the slag indicated that it was the product of 
iron smithing rather than smelting. This deposit also contained 19th-century pottery. 
The structures /501\ and /502\ correspond with buildings shown on 19th-century maps of the site (fig. 4). 
East of structure /502\ natural (or the features cut into it) was overlain by a grey clay-silt layer (536) 0.1-0.25m 
thick overlain by mixed topsoil and rubble (500) 0.25-0.4m thick; in places this was also overlain by concrete 0.1-
0.15m thick. 



 
Conclusions 
 
The evaluation showed little evidence for activity on the site prior to the nineteenth century. Feature [105] at the 
south end of Trench 1 lies well over a metre below the surface and may be earlier in date but produced no clear 
dating evidence. It is noticeable that the topsoil also produced very little in the way of medieval or early post-
medieval material. 
Trenches 2 and 3 do suggest that the top of the natural has been terraced in the past, with the surface to the north 
being 0.2m lower than the south. The top of the natural in Trenches 4 and 5 is 0.3-0.45m lower in the former, 
northernmost trench. There may have been a very shallow cut between the two steps as represented by [209] in 
Trench 2 but obscured by [304] in Trench 3. This drop in level from south to north does reflect the general slope of 
the ground surface. The reason for the terracing of the site into two steps is probably that it was once divided into 
two, narrow burgage plots. The width of the current plot is similar to that of the two adjoining plots to the south. The 
amalgamation of the plots must have taken place prior to the early-19th century when the house at the front of the 
plot was built (judging by architectural evidence). The back of the house is in two distinct blocks; these may have 
earlier cores reflecting an earlier division of the site. 
The layers of rubble and footings in Trenches 3, 4 and 5 all correspond to structures visible in historic mapping 
from 1843 (note that there is no earlier mapping detailed enough to show these buildings). Those on the northern 
side of the plot disappear from the cartographic record between 1889 and 1905 – a date in keeping with the 
artefacts found amongst the rubble in Trenches 3 and 4. Trench 5 located two buildings against the southern 
boundary of the plot; the larger, easternmost building was present until recent demolition by the site’s developer, 
the smaller went from the cartographic record between 1905 and 1968. The stone buildings in Trench 5 seem to 
have been predated by post-built structures; the dating evidence for the latter (ceramic finds) is post-1700 if not 
later. It is probable from the waste within the westernmost building in Trench 5 that it was used as a smithy prior to 
demolition. 
In summary the site would appear to have originated as a pair of burgage plots, probably medieval in date judging 
by their form. The lack of early features and finds is suggestive of low-intensity use of the area – possibly as 
gardens or yards. By the early-19th century these plots had been amalgamated and a group of small stone and 
brick buildings were erected. These may have had a light-industrial purpose; /502\ was a smithy and /401\ was 
built over a pit containing numerous animal bones perhaps indicating some sort of carcase processing on site. The 
paving in Trench 2 may be related to this phase. These buildings were demolished between the later-19th and 
early-21st centuries, the site being used as a garden with some cobbled surfaces and pathways being laid down. 
Most of the north-western area of the site will be severely impacted by the proposed development as footings will 
be dug for housing onto the top of the natural clay. The eastern and southern extremities of the site (as 
investigated by Trenches 1 and 5 respectively need not be severely impacted as it is proposed to lay this down to 
gardens following removal of surface concrete in the area of Trench 5. The exception to this is excavation required 
for a soakaway drain at the eastern end of the plot although this area has already been investigated (and feature 
[105] excavated) by the evaluation.  
The only clearly datable features in the evaluation were modern and matched buildings seen in 19th-century 
mapping. The proposed development will have little impact upon areas in the southern and eastern parts of the 
site therefore further archaeological intervention is unnecessary.  
  
 
 

A plan as well as any other relevant drawings must be attached showing the location and extent of site, 
areas investigated and features exposed. 
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Please email completed form to:  archaeol@devon.gov.uk or post to County Archaeology Service, Environment 
Directorate, Matford Lane Offices, County Hall, Topsham Road, Exeter EX2 4QW.  Information recorded on this 
form will be added to the Historic Environment Record, and made available to all researchers.   
Any plans or photographs embedded within or attached to this form remain the copyright © of the recorder, and 
must not be reproduced in any publication without the explicit consent of the copyright holder. 
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Figure 1: 18 Potacre Street, Great Torrington: general site plan; note that the accuracy of the
location of the nineteenth-century buildings is limited by the mapping upon which it
is based (see figure 4).
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Figure 2: 18 Potacre Street, Great Torrington
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Figure 3: 18 Potacre Street, Great Torrington: sections, note that all datums are arbitrary
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Great Torrington Town Map of 1843:
First detailed mapping of the site, shows 
collection of small buildings on plot to rear 
of 18 Potacre Street.

Great Torrington Town Map of 1879:
Collection of buildings remains, possibly 
with small changes; note that the smallest 
building against the southern boundary 
may be mapped with chimneys - this is the 
probable smithy.

Ordnance Survey map of 1889:
The group of small buildings remains

Ordnance Survey map of 1905:
The two most northern of the buildings 
have been demolished since 1889. The 
larger building against the southern 
boundary survives until the beginning of 
the 21st c
Note the similarity between the width of 
the development plot (numbered 309) and
the combined width of the two plots to 
the south (308 and 305); this suggests that the
area for development consists of two, amalgamated
burgage plots.

entury.

Figure 4: 18 Potacre Street, Great Torrington - historic mapping


