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Abstract 

 

Between the 8th and 10th March 2017, Britannia Archaeology Ltd (BA) undertook an 

archaeological investigation by means of monitoring and recording during works 

associated with a river restoration scheme at Chelmer Valley Local Nature Reserve. The 

monitoring work was conducted in accordance with a design Brief (Bennett, A., 2015) 

issued by the Historic Environment Advisor for Chelmsford City Council (CCC/HEA) and a 

Written Scheme of Investigation written by Adrian Gascoyne of Place Services at Essex 

County Council (dated September 2015) and approved by CCC. 

 

The archaeological background search suggested that the site had a potential for features 

and finds relating to historical river management and activity on the meadows, in addition 

to the possible survival of waterlogged and paleoenvironmental remains. 

  

No paleoenvironmental remains, finds or features were encountered. Beyond topsoil, 

subsoil and the natural geology, the monitoring revealed only a single layer of dredged 

soil adjacent to the riverbank which represents a 19th or 20th Century episode of river 

management. 
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1.0 INTRODUCTION 

 

Between the 8th and 10th March 2017, Britannia Archaeology Ltd (BA) undertook an 

archaeological investigation by means of monitoring and recording during works 

associated with a river restoration scheme at Chelmer Valley Local Nature Reserve (TL 

7109 0875). The monitoring work was conducted in accordance with a design Brief 

(Bennett, A., 2015) issued by the Historic Environment Advisor for Chelmsford City Council 

(CCC/HEA) and a Written Scheme of Investigation written by Adrian Gascoyne of Place 

Services at Essex County Council (dated September 2015) and approved by CCC. 

 

 

2.0 SITE DESCRIPTION 

 

The site lies on the northern fringes of Chelmsford to the north of the A1016 and the Valley 

Bridge. The land is currently river meadow. 

 

The bedrock geology is described as London Clay Formation. This sedimentary Bedrock 

formed approximately 34 to 56 million years ago in the Palaeogene Period, when the local 

environment had previously been dominated by deep seas. (BGS 2017). 

 

The superficial deposits are described as clay, silt, sand and gravel alluvium which were 

formed up to 2 million years ago through deposition by flooding and river flow (BGS 2017). 

 

 

3.0 PLANNING POLICIES 

 

The archaeological investigation was carried out on the recommendation of the local 

planning authority, following guidance laid down by the National Planning and Policy 

Framework (NPPF, DCLD 2012) which replaces Planning Policy Statement 5: Planning for 

the Historic Environment (PPS5, DCLG 2010). The relevant local planning policy is the 

Chelmsford Borough Local Development Framework 2001-2021 (adopted 2008). 

 

 

4.0 ARCHAEOLOGICAL BACKGROUND  

 

The following summary was present in the Brief and Written Scheme of Investigation 

and is based on information held in the Essex Historic Environment Record (EHER) at 

County Hall, Chelmsford. 

 

“The proposed works lie in the river meadows either side of the River Chelmer. 

It is possible evidence of past archaeological activity associated with previous 

management of the river and meadows may survive. There is also the potential 

for survival of possible waterlogged and/or palaeoenvironmental remains within 

the floodplain area.” 
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5.0 PROJECT AIMS 

 

The brief stated that: 

 

The archaeological work should aim to record the location, extent, date and character of 

any surviving archaeological remains within the area of the proposed development. A 

programme of archaeological monitoring will occur during the groundwork phase of the 

development. 

 

 

6.0 PROJECT OBJECTIVES 

 

The research objectives for the project were in line with those laid out in Research and 

Archaeology Revisited: a revised framework for the East of England, East Anglian 

Archaeology Occasional Paper 24 (Medlycott, 2011).   

 

The key project objective was: 

 

 To recover as much information as possible on the extent, date, phasing, character, 

function, status and significance of the site.  Also that the state of preservation of 

archaeological features and deposits should be determined.  

 

 

7.0 FIELDWORK METHODOLOGY 

 

The CCC brief required archaeological monitoring and recording of all groundworks 

conducted during the scheme of river restoration which involved the excavation of a new 

ditch and four large ‘scrapes’. 

 

The excavation of the foundation trenches and associated intrusive ground works was 

undertaken by a 360˚ mechanical excavator with a qualified plant operator. 

 

 

8.0 DESCRIPTION OF RESULTS (Figs. 2 - 6) 

 

Three monitoring visits were made to site on the 8th-10th March. All intrusive groundworks 

were excavated under archaeological monitoring. 

 

8.1 8th March 2017 

 

On the first monitoring visit, a fish refuge was excavated in the side of the riverbank on 

the western edge of the site in order to create an area of calmer water. This consisted of 

a small amount of silt being taken from the river and a subsequent grading of the bank. 

No vertical section was recorded, as all excavation of was graded to an angle of 

approximately 45˚. 

 

An artificial bank was created on the south bank of the river near the eastern corner of 

the site. This was created using soil stripped from the top layer of the stratigraphic 

sequence. It was noted that the land at the river’s edge was distinctly higher than the rest 

of the river meadow, and that this raised layer probably represents a previous episode of 
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dredging. This layer was characterized as Dredging Layer 1003. The horizon of this layer 

was not reached, and no clear section was available to be recorded. 

 

No archaeological finds or features were encountered during the day’s monitoring. 

 

8.2 9th March 2017 

 

Works on Thursday 9th March consisted of the excavation of a curvilinear, s-shaped channel 

from the riverbank to the existing ditch (which runs at this point parallel to the river on a 

WNW-ESE alignment). Two sample sections were taken during the excavation of the 

channel; one was taken in order to record the stratigraphic sequence present over the 

vast majority of the site, while the second was taken within the area of the dredging layer 

to show this overlaying a layer of buried topsoil. 

 

Topsoil 1000 was present to a depth of 0.21m in Sample Section 1, overlaying Subsoil 

1001, which was present to a depth of 0.39m, with a maximum thickness of 0.19m. This 

layer overlay the natural geology, 1002. 

 

In Sample Section 2, a remaining part of Dredging Layer 1003 was present to a depth of 

0.13m. This layer would have had a greater thickness before it was stripped by machine 

in order to create the artificial bank. This overlay Buried Topsoil 1004, which was present 

to a depth of 0.20m at a maximum thickness of 0.10m. In this sample section, the next 

layer in sequence was subsoil 1001, which was present to a depth of 0.56m, at a 

maximum thickness of 0.38m. 

 

Subsequent to the completion of this, a ‘scrape’ (the first of four) was excavated to the 

west of the channel. The scrape measured approximately 10.00mx10.00m, and was sub-

circular in plan with a shallow concave profile. The purpose of these scrapes was to create 

areas of wetter habitat in amongst drier meadow and trees and to this end, they were 

excavated to be the same depth as the new channel and the pre-existing ditch. 

 

No archaeological features or finds were encountered during the day’s monitoring. 

 

8.3 10th March 2017 

 

The remaining three scrapes were excavated on the 10th March. Scrape 2 was sub-circular 

in plan and measured approximately 13.00mx14.00m. Scrapes 3 and 4 were irregular in 

plan, with maximum measurements of 18.00mx13.00m and 16.00mx14.00m respectively. 

A sample section, Sample Section 3, was recorded in the ditch excavated to link scrape 3 

to the pre-existing ditch in order to show the consistency of the deposit model, which had 

remained the same in all areas of the site other than the areas immediately adjacent to 

the riverbank. 

 

In Sample Section 3, Topsoil 1000 was present to a depth of 0.30m. This overlay Subsoil 

1001, which was present to a depth of 0.46m to a maximum thickness of 0.16m. Subsoil 

1001 overlay the natural geology. 

 

No archaeological finds or features were encountered in either the scrapes or adjoining 

ditches. 
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9.0 DEPOSIT MODEL (Figs. 3 - 4) 

 

The deposit model was consistent across the majority of the site. 

 

Topsoil 1000 consisted of a loose, dark grey-brown silty sand. The layer was at the top of 

the stratigraphic sequence in Sample Sections 1 and 3. It was present to a maximum 

depth of 0.30m in Sample Section 3.  

 

The next layer in the sequence was Subsoil layer 1001, which was present across the 

whole site. This layer comprised mid orange-brown, compact silty clay that may represent 

a former plough soil – the alluvial soils on the river meadow would have made for fertile 

farmland. It was present to a maximum depth of 0.56m and a maximum thickness of 

0.38m in Sample Section 1. 

 

The final layer in the stratigraphic sequence across the site was Natural Geology 1002. 

This layer comprised mid orange-brown, extremely compact silty clay. It was present from 

a minimum depth of 0.39m in Sample Section 1 and from a depth of 0.56m in Sample 

Section 2. 

 

In Sample Section 2 (Fig. 3), the stratigraphy was slightly different due to the presence 

of Dredging Layer 1003 at the top of the stratigraphic sequence, which consisted of loose, 

dark grey-brown and mid orange-brown silty sand, with moderately frequent man-made 

debris such as CBM and metal present to a depth of 0.13m. This layer overlay Buried 

Topsoil 1004, a layer of loose, dark grey-brown silty sand, which can be equated with 

Topsoil 1000. 1004 was present to a depth of 0.20m at a maximum thickness of 0.10m. 

This layer overlay the subsoil. 

 

 

10 DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION  

 

The archaeological background search suggested that the site had a potential for features 

and finds relating to historical river management and activity on the meadows, in addition 

to the possible survival of waterlogged and paleoenvironmental remains. 

  

No paleoenvironmental remains, finds or features were encountered. Beyond topsoil, 

subsoil and the natural geology, the monitoring revealed only a single layer of dredged 

soil adjacent to the riverbank which represents a 19th or 20th Century episode of river 

management. 

 

The land use is likely to have had an agricultural function due to its fertile soils, although 

it was probably subject to numerous flooding events. The pre-existing ditch arcing through 

the site roughly parallel to the curve of the river is highly likely to be a post-medieval 

boundary left over from the site’s agricultural function. 
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APPENDIX 1 – DEPOSIT TABLES  
 

Sample Section 1 

Trench No 

n/a 

Orientation 

NW-SE 

Height aOD 

29.04m 

Shot No 

DP 3 

Sample Section No 

1 

Location 

n/a 

Facing 

SW Facing 

Context No Depth Deposit Description 

1000 0.00-0.20m Topsoil – dark grey-brown, loose silty sand 

1001 0.20-0.39m Subsoil – mid orange-brown, compact silty clay 

1002 0.39m+ Natural – mid orange-brown, extremely compact silty clay 

 

Sample Section 2 

Trench No 

n/a 

Orientation 

NW-SE 

Height aOD 

28.56m 

Shot No 

DP 4 

Sample Section No 

2 

Location 

n/a 

Facing 

SW Facing 

Context No Depth Deposit Description 

1003 0.00-0.13m Dredging Layer – dark grey-brown/mid orange-brown, loose 

silty sand with moderately frequent modern debris 

1004 0.13-0.20m Buried Topsoil – dark grey-brown, loose silty sand 

1001 0.20-0.56m Subsoil – mid orange-brown, compact silty clay 

1002 0.56m+ Natural – mid orange-brown, extremely compact silty clay 

 

Sample Section 3 

Trench No 

n/a 

Orientation 

E-W 

Height aOD 

28.09m 

Shot No 

DP 6 

Sample Section No 

3 

Location 

n/a 

Facing 

S Facing 

Context No Depth Deposit Description 

1003 0.00-0.30m Topsoil – dark grey-brown, loose silty sand 

1004 0.30-0.46m Subsoil – mid orange-brown, compact silty clay 

1005 0.46+ Natural – mid orange-brown, extremely compact silty clay 
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APPENDIX 2 – OASIS SHEET 
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