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ABSTRACT 

This document details the results of archaeological monitoring carried out in connection with the 

construction of a new manufacturing storage building and associated hard-standing at the Dengie 

Crops Ltd site, Asheldham, Essex.   

 

The archaeological monitoring exercise involved the controlled machine-stripping of the development 

area in order to define and record any archaeological deposits exposed, with a particular emphasis on 

assessing the presence, nature and date of a ditch that was known from aerial photographs to run 

northwest to southeast across the site. 

 

This ditch was found to survive only within the southern corner of the site, where it contained a mixed 

assemblage of Early Iron Age, Romano-British and Anglo-Saxon pottery.  The limited size and 

extended date-range of the recovered pottery makes it difficult to definitively date this ditch, but it is 

probable that it was first created in the Iron Age and continued to form a field boundary until at least 

the Anglo-Saxon period.  A 20th-century ballast quarry, later reused as a rubbish pit, covered most of 

the site, removing the majority of the ditch and any trace of other archaeological deposits that may 

formerly have existed in this area.  

. 
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1 INTRODUCTION 

1.1 Pre-Construct Archaeology Limited were commissioned by Whirledge and Nott Ltd. to 

undertake archaeological monitoring in advance of construction of a new agricultural building 

with associated hard-standing on land within the Dengie Crops Ltd. site in Asheldham, Essex 

(Figure 1).  Henceforward in this report, ‘the site’ is used to refer to the area of development 

subject to archaeological monitoring.   

  

1.2 The monitoring was in response to an archaeological planning condition (Medlycott 2013) 

placed on the development.  The planning condition was applied due to the known presence 

of sites of Bronze Age, Iron Age, Romano-British, Anglo-Saxon and medieval date within the 

immediate vicinity of the site, as well as aerial photographic evidence of a previously undated 

cropmark ditch extending through it. 

  

1.3 The site is broadly flat, with existing ground level at c. 21.2m above Ordnance Datum 

(henceforth m OD), and is bounded to the west and south by roadways and landscaped 

areas within the Dengie Crops Ltd. site, by Hall Road to the north, and by agricultural land to 

the east.  

 

1.4 A Written Scheme of Investigation (PCA 2013), detailing the method by which the monitoring 

work would be undertaken, was prepared prior to the commencement of fieldwork in 

consultation with Essex County Council Place Services.  The WSI and the fieldwork 

conformed to the Institute for Archaeologists’ Standard and Guidance for Archaeological 

Watching Briefs. 

 

1.5 The only archaeological feature found on the site was an Early Iron Age to Anglo-Saxon ditch 

running northwest to southeast across the corner of the stripped area.  The excavation and 

subsequent backfilling of a ballast quarry within the last 30 years had removed any trace of 

this ditch within the remainder of the site.  
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2 GEOLOGY AND TOPOGRAPHY 

2.1 The geology of the site is London Clay, above which are Sand and Gravel River Terrace 

Deposits (BGS 2013).  The site is located on the edge of an area of higher ground, made up 

of a gravel rise, which drops away to both the east and south of the site towards an area of 

low-lying former marshland. 

 

2.2 This low-lying land surrounds the Dengie Crops site, and is employed primarily for arable 

agriculture and pasture. 
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3 ARCHAEOLOGICAL BACKGROUND  

3.1 The site is located in an area of known archaeological significance (Medlycott 2013), which 

includes the Scheduled Monument of Asheldham Camp (Scheduled Monument No. 

1014142): an Iron Age univallate hill-fort (i.e. a hill-fort with a single line of defensive ditches) 

located c. 350m to the northwest of the site (Essex Historic Environment Record No. EHER 

12051-60).  The surrounding area is crossed by a series of linear cropmarks (Figure 4).  

These sorts of features arise because underlying archaeological features (such as wall 

foundations or in-filled ditches) affect the depth of crop roots, thereby either stunting or 

encouraging plant growth and revealing the shape and extent of the archaeological features 

beneath, especially when viewed from the air.  These cropmarks (EHER 12184) appear to be 

field boundary ditches, and although they are currently undated, they have been interpreted 

as being of either prehistoric or Anglo-Saxon date.  One such cropmark ditch crosses the 

current site. 

   

3.2 The area is also postulated to be the site of medieval Asheldham (EHER 12088).  In addition, 

evidence including cropmarks and archaeological finds centred c. 200m to the south of the 

current site indicate occupation within the area during the Neolithic, Bronze Age, Roman and 

Saxon periods.  It is therefore evident that the site lies within a complex, multi-period 

landscape.  Although there has been extensive commercial quarrying around Asheldham, 

prior to the current fieldwork it was believed that the site was located outside the area 

affected by quarrying. 
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4 ARCHAEOLOGICAL METHODOLOGY 
 

4.1 The archaeological monitoring involved the mechanical stripping of the site under 

archaeological supervision using a 360º excavator fitted with a toothless ditching bucket 

(Plate 1).  The area was stripped to the first archaeological horizon (the level where 

archaeological features or deposits could be detected), which was at a maximum depth of 

0.75m below modern ground level.   

 

4.2 Following removal of the topsoil, the limits of the excavation area and the extent of an 

exposed ditch and 20th-century ballast quarry were planned (Figure 2) using a Leica 1200 

Global Positioning System (GPS) rover unit with Real Time Kinetic (RTK) differential 

correction, giving three dimensional positional accuracy to within 20mm.  Thereafter, a test pit 

was machine-excavated into the modern quarry pit, and was halted at a depth of 2m for 

safety reasons, having demonstrated that no earlier archaeological deposits were preserved 

beneath it.    

 

4.3 All aspects of the monitoring were conducted in accordance with the Institute for 

Archaeologists’ Code of Conduct and Standard and Guidance for Archaeological Watching 

Briefs (2008), as well as the Standards for Field Archaeology in the East of England (Gurney 

2003).  Field techniques and guidance are detailed within the PCA fieldwork induction manual 

(Taylor and Brown 2009). 

 

4.4 All deposits were recorded using Pre-Construct Archaeology Ltd's recording system: deposits 

or the removal of deposits judged by the excavating archaeologist to constitute individual 

events were each assigned a unique record number (often referred to within British 

archaeology as 'context numbers') and recorded on individual pre-printed forms.  

Archaeological events recognised by the deposition of material are signified in this report by 

round brackets (thus), while events constituting the removal of deposits are referred to here 

as 'cuts' and signified by square brackets [thus].  Artefacts recovered during excavation were 

assigned to the record number of the deposit from which they were retrieved. 

 

4.5 All archaeological features were drawn on waterproof drafting film, with plans drawn at a 

scale of 1:20 and cross-sections of excavated archaeological features drawn at a scale of 

1:10. Heights above Ordnance Datum were recorded via GPS.  
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5 RESULTS 
 

5.1 The site was covered by topsoil (1000), which averaged 0.20m deep.  Under this layer, 

subsoil (1001) survived on the eastern and southern edges of the site only, at a depth of 

between 0.30 and 0.65m below modern ground level (Figure 3).  Below the subsoil (1001), 

natural deposit (1002) was encountered, this being a gravelly clay ‘ballast’ with occasional 

lenses of course sands.  

 

5.2 Approximately 80% of the excavation area was truncated by quarrying [1003], as shown in 

Figure 2.  This large quarry pit had a test pit machine-excavated into it to a depth of 2m 

(19.1m OD) (Plates 2 and 3).  The backfill of the quarrying contained modern industrial and 

fly-tipping waste material dating to the late 20th century. 

     

5.3 The only archaeological feature was a ditch [1004], which had an observed width of 1.62m, a 

length of 4.50m+, and a depth of 0.78m, although the full width and length were outside the 

area affected by the development (Figures 2 and 3; Plate 4).  Ditch [1004] contained two fills: 

upper fill (1005) was a firm mid-orangey-brown slightly silty sand with occasional gravel and 

pebbles evenly dispersed throughout, while lower fill (1006) was a firm mid-grey-brown very 

silty sand with occasional gravel (Plate 5).  Fill (1005) contained pottery which dates from the 

Early Iron Age, Roman and Anglo-Saxon periods, while Fill (1006) had identifiable pottery 

finds from the Early Iron Age and Romano-British periods (see Sections 6 and 7, Brudenell 

and Anderson, respectively).  All these sherds have signs of abrasion.  While this can be 

seen as a sign of re-deposition of the finds, the predominance and distribution of the Iron Age 

pottery (being the most common component of the assemblage by weight at 48.3% Iron Age, 

to 35% Roman, and 16.5% Anglo-Saxon) make it probable that the ditch was open from the 

Early Iron Age onwards.     
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6 PREHISTORIC POTTERY 
By Matt Brudenell 

 

6.1 A small assemblage of handmade prehistoric pottery was recovered from Fills (1005) and 

(1006) of Ditch [1004].  The assemblage totals 21 sherds (73g), with a mean sherd weight of 

just 3.5g.  The sherds are small (measuring <4cm in size), have a weathered appearance, 

and display abraded edges and surfaces.  

 

6.2 The assemblage is dominated by sherds with burnt flint-tempered inclusions (Fabrics A-D and 

V), which vary along a spectrum from coarse to fine and sparse to common.  These account 

for 59% of the pottery by weight, with coarseware Fabric D alone making up 34% (Table 1).  

These sherds all have a fine, slight sandy clay matrix.  The remaining 41% of the pottery is 

split between minor fabric groups with a combination of burnt flint and vegetable matter 

(Fabric W), burnt flint and grog (Fabric Q), burnt flint and sand (Fabric E) and sand (Fabric H; 

two sherds of which (6g) may be fired clay).  Diagnostic features include two adjoining neck 

sherds from Fill (1005) decorated with an incised chevron motif (Fabric A, 5g), and an angular 

fineware shoulder sherd from Fill (1006) (Fabric E, 8g).  

 

Fabric code No. sherds Weight (g) % by wt (g) 

A 2 5 6.8 

B 4 9 12.3 

D 7 25 34.2 

E 1* 8 11 

H 3 10 13.7 

Q 1 5 6.8 

V 2 4 5.5 

W 1 7 9.6 

TOTAL 21 73 99.9 

Table 1. Fabric frequency of prehistoric pottery. * denotes the single sherd from Fill (1006).  All the 

ceramics have been fully recorded following the recommendations laid out by the Prehistoric 

Ceramics Research Group (PCRG 2009). 

 

6.3 Essex prehistoric fabric codes 



Archaeological Groundwork Monitoring at Dengie Crops Ltd., Hall Road, Asheldham, Essex   

©Pre-Construct Archaeology Limited, June 2013 

 

PCA Report Number: R11444      Page 10 of 28 

Size of inclusions  S  = less than 1mm diameter 

    M =  1-2mm diameter 

    L = more than 2mm diameter 

 

Density of inclusions  1 = less than 6 per cm2  

    2 = 6-10 per cm2 

    3 = more than 10 per cm2 

 

A: Flint, S 2 well sorted 

B: Flint, S-M 2 

D: Flint, S-L 2 poorly sorted 

H: Sand, S 2 

Q: Flint S-L, Grog S-M 2 

V: Flint S-M 1 

W: Flint S-L 2, with some sand and veg. voids often on exterior 

 

6.4 All the ceramics can be assigned to the Early Iron Age and dated c. 800-350 BC.  This 

assignment is based on the character of the fabrics and the presence of a few diagnostic 

feature sherds, including the angular shoulder fragment and decorated neck sherd.  Given 

the condition of the pottery, however, all the material may be residual.  This is certainly 

suggested by finds of Roman greyware sherds in Fills (1005) and (1006) (see Anderson, 

Section 7), and the presence of four sherds of possible handmade Saxon pottery (25g), in 

sand and vegetable-tempered fabrics, in Fill (1005).   

 
6.5 Recommendations 

No further recording of the material is necessary.  However, if further pottery was to be 

recovered in the immediate vicinity of the site then the four small sherds of possible Saxon 

pottery should be looked at again by a period specialist to confirm their date.  
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7 ROMAN POTTERY 
By Katie Anderson 

 

7.1 A small assemblage of Roman pottery, totalling four sherds weighing 53g, was recovered 

from the two fills of Ditch [1004].  Ditch Fill (1005) contained two small, abraded sandy 

greyware body sherds dating to between AD 50 and AD 200, which were recovered 

alongside several Early Iron Age sherds and some possible Saxon pottery.  A further two 

greyware body sherds weighing 48g were recovered from Fill (1006), and are of fabric types 

used throughout the Romano-British period.  The quantity and condition of the pottery 

suggests that this area was not a focus of activity in the Roman period. 
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8 THE SAXON POTTERY 
By Berni Sudds 

 

8.1 A total of 4 sherds of Saxon pottery, weighing 25g, were recovered from ditch fill [1005]. All 

contain organic temper as the main inclusion, along with varying quantities of sand. Organic 

tempered pottery is found on Saxon sites across East Anglia and the south-east and can date 

from the 5th to the 9th century but represents a more significant component of assemblages in 

the region during the 6th to 8th centuries, and is particularly prevalent during the 7th century 

(Hamerow 1993; Tyler 1995; Sudds 2005, 216). Similarly dated Saxon pottery has been 

identified at Asheldum Church, again through the frequency of organic temper (Andrews and 

Smoothy 1990, 147), and together with the sherds from site clearly indicate the presence of 

contemporary activity in the vicinity. 

 

8.2 Pottery of this type was likely produced on a local basis, from the admixture of locally sourced 

clays with organic material (namely grass and chaff added within animal dung). 



Archaeological Groundwork Monitoring at Dengie Crops Ltd., Hall Road, Asheldham, Essex   

©Pre-Construct Archaeology Limited, June 2013 

 

PCA Report Number: R11444      Page 13 of 28 

9 CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS FOR FURTHER WORK 
 

9.1 Ditch [1004] is interpreted from the limited available data as an Early Iron Age boundary ditch, 

which remained in use throughout the Romano-British and Anglo-Saxon periods through a 

process of periodic maintenance (e.g. scouring-out/ re-cutting).   

 

9.2 The ditch corresponds with the previously known cropmark highlighted in Figure 4, and thus 

provides provisional evidence with which to date this rectilinear agricultural field boundary.   

 

9.3 Previous archaeological excavations in and around Asheldham add some weight to this 

suggested dating.  Previous finds in the area include fragments of Roman grey ware pottery, 

as well as Anglo-Saxon sherds collected by Andrews and Smoothy (1990, 146).  Drury and 

Rodwell (1978) note that Asheldham’s medieval church was built over underlying Romano-

British field systems and a Middle Saxon settlement.   

 

9.4 It would seem, therefore, that the ditch within the current site is a boundary forming part of a 

wider field system established in the Early Iron Age period, but which was in continual use 

throughout both the Romano-British and Anglo-Saxon periods.  However, the limited quantity 

and broad date-range of the pottery recovered from the ditch mean that this interpretation 

must remain provisional pending further fieldwork in the area.  
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APPENDIX 1: PLATES 
 
 
Plate 1: Ditch [1004] during machine-stripping     

 

Plate 2: Test pit through 20th-century quarry [1003] 
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Plate 3: General view of quarried area 

 

Plate 4: Ditch [1004], view south 
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Plate 5: Ditch [1004], Section 1, north-facing  
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APPENDIX 2: CONTEXT INDEX 

Context Type Category Finds Finds 

(1000) Topsoil Layer Modern waste 

material 

 

(1001) Subsoil Layer None  

(1002) Natural Layer N/A  

[1003] Modern Quarry Truncation Modern waste 

material 

 

[1004] Ditch Cut Cut N/A  

(1005) Upper Ditch Fill Fill Pottery 4 probable Anglo-

Saxon pottery sherds 

2 Roman pottery 

sherds 

20 Early Iron Age 

pottery sherds 

(1006) Lower Ditch Fill Fill Pottery 2 Roman pottery 

sherds 

1 Early Iron Age 

pottery sherd 
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	Abstract
	This document details the results of archaeological monitoring carried out in connection with the construction of a new manufacturing storage building and associated hard-standing at the Dengie Crops Ltd site, Asheldham, Essex.
	The archaeological monitoring exercise involved the controlled machine-stripping of the development area in order to define and record any archaeological deposits exposed, with a particular emphasis on assessing the presence, nature and date of a ditc...
	This ditch was found to survive only within the southern corner of the site, where it contained a mixed assemblage of Early Iron Age, Romano-British and Anglo-Saxon pottery.  The limited size and extended date-range of the recovered pottery makes it d...
	.

	1 INTRODUCTION
	1.1 Pre-Construct Archaeology Limited were commissioned by Whirledge and Nott Ltd. to undertake archaeological monitoring in advance of construction of a new agricultural building with associated hard-standing on land within the Dengie Crops Ltd. site...
	1.2 The monitoring was in response to an archaeological planning condition (Medlycott 2013) placed on the development.  The planning condition was applied due to the known presence of sites of Bronze Age, Iron Age, Romano-British, Anglo-Saxon and medi...
	1.3 The site is broadly flat, with existing ground level at c. 21.2m above Ordnance Datum (henceforth m OD), and is bounded to the west and south by roadways and landscaped areas within the Dengie Crops Ltd. site, by Hall Road to the north, and by agr...
	1.4 A Written Scheme of Investigation (PCA 2013), detailing the method by which the monitoring work would be undertaken, was prepared prior to the commencement of fieldwork in consultation with Essex County Council Place Services.  The WSI and the fie...
	1.5 The only archaeological feature found on the site was an Early Iron Age to Anglo-Saxon ditch running northwest to southeast across the corner of the stripped area.  The excavation and subsequent backfilling of a ballast quarry within the last 30 y...

	2 GEOLOGY AND TOPOGRAPHY
	2.1 The geology of the site is London Clay, above which are Sand and Gravel River Terrace Deposits (BGS 2013).  The site is located on the edge of an area of higher ground, made up of a gravel rise, which drops away to both the east and south of the s...
	2.2 This low-lying land surrounds the Dengie Crops site, and is employed primarily for arable agriculture and pasture.

	3 ArchaeologiCal background
	3.1 The site is located in an area of known archaeological significance (Medlycott 2013), which includes the Scheduled Monument of Asheldham Camp (Scheduled Monument No. 1014142): an Iron Age univallate hill-fort (i.e. a hill-fort with a single line o...
	3.2 The area is also postulated to be the site of medieval Asheldham (EHER 12088).  In addition, evidence including cropmarks and archaeological finds centred c. 200m to the south of the current site indicate occupation within the area during the Neol...

	4 ARCHAEOLOGICAL METHODOLOGY
	4.1 The archaeological monitoring involved the mechanical stripping of the site under archaeological supervision using a 360º excavator fitted with a toothless ditching bucket (Plate 1).  The area was stripped to the first archaeological horizon (the ...
	4.2 Following removal of the topsoil, the limits of the excavation area and the extent of an exposed ditch and 20th-century ballast quarry were planned (Figure 2) using a Leica 1200 Global Positioning System (GPS) rover unit with Real Time Kinetic (RT...
	4.3 All aspects of the monitoring were conducted in accordance with the Institute for Archaeologists’ Code of Conduct and Standard and Guidance for Archaeological Watching Briefs (2008), as well as the Standards for Field Archaeology in the East of En...
	4.4 All deposits were recorded using Pre-Construct Archaeology Ltd's recording system: deposits or the removal of deposits judged by the excavating archaeologist to constitute individual events were each assigned a unique record number (often referred...
	4.5 All archaeological features were drawn on waterproof drafting film, with plans drawn at a scale of 1:20 and cross-sections of excavated archaeological features drawn at a scale of 1:10. Heights above Ordnance Datum were recorded via GPS.

	5 RESULTS
	5.1 The site was covered by topsoil (1000), which averaged 0.20m deep.  Under this layer, subsoil (1001) survived on the eastern and southern edges of the site only, at a depth of between 0.30 and 0.65m below modern ground level (Figure 3).  Below the...
	5.2 Approximately 80% of the excavation area was truncated by quarrying [1003], as shown in Figure 2.  This large quarry pit had a test pit machine-excavated into it to a depth of 2m (19.1m OD) (Plates 2 and 3).  The backfill of the quarrying containe...
	5.3 The only archaeological feature was a ditch [1004], which had an observed width of 1.62m, a length of 4.50m+, and a depth of 0.78m, although the full width and length were outside the area affected by the development (Figures 2 and 3; Plate 4).  D...

	6 Prehistoric pottery
	By Matt Brudenell
	6.1 A small assemblage of handmade prehistoric pottery was recovered from Fills (1005) and (1006) of Ditch [1004].  The assemblage totals 21 sherds (73g), with a mean sherd weight of just 3.5g.  The sherds are small (measuring <4cm in size), have a we...
	6.2 The assemblage is dominated by sherds with burnt flint-tempered inclusions (Fabrics A-D and V), which vary along a spectrum from coarse to fine and sparse to common.  These account for 59% of the pottery by weight, with coarseware Fabric D alone m...
	Table 1. Fabric frequency of prehistoric pottery. * denotes the single sherd from Fill (1006).  All the ceramics have been fully recorded following the recommendations laid out by the Prehistoric Ceramics Research Group (PCRG 2009).
	6.3 Essex prehistoric fabric codes
	Size of inclusions  S  = less than 1mm diameter
	M =  1-2mm diameter
	L = more than 2mm diameter
	Density of inclusions  1 = less than 6 per cm2
	2 = 6-10 per cm2
	3 = more than 10 per cm2
	A: Flint, S 2 well sorted
	B: Flint, S-M 2
	D: Flint, S-L 2 poorly sorted
	H: Sand, S 2
	Q: Flint S-L, Grog S-M 2
	V: Flint S-M 1
	W: Flint S-L 2, with some sand and veg. voids often on exterior
	6.4 All the ceramics can be assigned to the Early Iron Age and dated c. 800-350 BC.  This assignment is based on the character of the fabrics and the presence of a few diagnostic feature sherds, including the angular shoulder fragment and decorated ne...
	6.5 Recommendations
	No further recording of the material is necessary.  However, if further pottery was to be recovered in the immediate vicinity of the site then the four small sherds of possible Saxon pottery should be looked at again by a period specialist to confirm ...


	7 Roman pottery
	By Katie Anderson
	7.1 A small assemblage of Roman pottery, totalling four sherds weighing 53g, was recovered from the two fills of Ditch [1004].  Ditch Fill (1005) contained two small, abraded sandy greyware body sherds dating to between AD 50 and AD 200, which were re...

	8 The Saxon pottery
	By Berni Sudds
	8.1 A total of 4 sherds of Saxon pottery, weighing 25g, were recovered from ditch fill [1005]. All contain organic temper as the main inclusion, along with varying quantities of sand. Organic tempered pottery is found on Saxon sites across East Anglia...
	8.2 Pottery of this type was likely produced on a local basis, from the admixture of locally sourced clays with organic material (namely grass and chaff added within animal dung).

	9 Conclusions and recommendations for further work
	9.1 Ditch [1004] is interpreted from the limited available data as an Early Iron Age boundary ditch, which remained in use throughout the Romano-British and Anglo-Saxon periods through a process of periodic maintenance (e.g. scouring-out/ re-cutting).
	9.2 The ditch corresponds with the previously known cropmark highlighted in Figure 4, and thus provides provisional evidence with which to date this rectilinear agricultural field boundary.
	9.3 Previous archaeological excavations in and around Asheldham add some weight to this suggested dating.  Previous finds in the area include fragments of Roman grey ware pottery, as well as Anglo-Saxon sherds collected by Andrews and Smoothy (1990, 1...
	9.4 It would seem, therefore, that the ditch within the current site is a boundary forming part of a wider field system established in the Early Iron Age period, but which was in continual use throughout both the Romano-British and Anglo-Saxon periods...
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