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1. INTRODUCTION 

=- 

This report dcacrilm the results of an ercimcological field evaluatirm undertaken by Exeter 
ArcltMoloey (EA) betwsm the 27 August and 5 September 1997 on land adjoiniug Nelson 
Close, Topsham. The evaluation was Oommirsioned by Devon County Council @CC) who 
propose to construct a new Combined School on the site. 

1.1 The method statement 
Following the production of a dsplmqp amamcnt @A 1996) which identified the 
 logi id p o t d d  of the site, a method datcment for an archaeological evaluation was 
prepared by EA (January 1997) at the x u q d  of DCC. The principal aims of the evalustion 
wen to gather sufficient information to cotrblieh the cadition, cherpcter, extent and date of 
archaeological depositsandshuctunswi~the site lllclL 

1.2 The rite 
The site (SX96328840) consists of a r&au@u area of approximately 1.lha including a car 
park and adjoining fields lying on the aouth-west side of Topsham High Street, and to the 
north-west of Nelson Close. This area fonnsd part of the arable fields of medieval Topsham, 
the fossilised cultivation sirips later becoming elongated tenements as depicted on the tithe 
map of 1841. 

The site sits on the edge of a steep scll~p marking the north-eastem limit of the Exe 
5oodplain. At the south-weotem (lower) end of the site, the Ipound falls steeply to what is 
now Ferry Road and the Rccrcation orouad, the latter having been reclaimed h m  salting 
during the 1930s. 

The underlying natural aepoeitS hem colnprise tsnoce gravels overlain by fine Quaternary 
alluvial silts, which in places nach mund 0.75m in depth. 

1.3 Background 
To the north of the rite, a siguificaat nmbw of Roman finds were unwrthd at SX962885 
duringthe development ofthe Retreat Estate in the 1930s. The bulk of the 6nds dated &am 
&AD 150, althmgb some belong to the 1st centmy, and occupation ova several cenhaits 
is attestad ( S M R  S x 9 8 N w 3 5 ;  Rndfixd 1937). It b also u n d u s t d  that Roman coins have 
been recovered fiom the raclaimed area seaward of the site (J.P. Allan pas. comra). 

A '-' 5oor at a rite in the lower part of the Retreat Estate (exact location unknown) 
wasalaoinv~gatcdhthe193oS. 'Ihiswnrth0ughttobepartofasmalll5th~or 
Lata building (SMR SX98NE/39; Radfopd 1937,12). 

Tbe Topsham wry of 1836, the Topalmm Tiths Map (Fig. 5 )  and the early OS maps ofthe 
area (Fig. 6) also indicate the f0Eeipmam of long narrow burgagc plots or agricubd 
strips (of medieval origin) extending mss the site (EA 1997, 2-3). The medieval village 
d p o r t  devslopcd in the area tothe rolltb-eplt ofthe site. 

Little is known about the site in the post-msdiaval period. Limekilns and associated 
sttwtuw of 1- oresrlisr origin codstsd to the aouth ofthe site, and swcral 
scattsrsd buildings am shown on the 1st snd 2nd edition OS maps (fbid, 5: Fig. 6). Topsham 
was the site ofmd skimrishss during the coll~pc of the English Civil War. 



2. THE EVALUATION EXCAVATION 

2.1 Method 
lhirteen evaluation trench with a total length of 21Om wom excavated using a JCB fitted 
with a 1.5m gmdhg bucket. TrenchCS 1-4 and 6 were aligned approXimately W S W ,  and 
brenches 5. 7-13 were aligned approximately NWBE (see Fig. 2). Anas of archaeological 
iatsrsst wsn cleaned by hand and rccordod in p h a n d  rsctiw at scales of 1:20 and 1:50 as 
appropriSte. All deporits were rccmded 011 rtradard EA context sheets and aphotogrsphic 
record comprising colour transparencies and monochrome prints was made. 

2.2 Radts 
Allthetrenches,withthecxccpti011of1,10-13wemexcavatedtothelevelofthermdirturbed 
Quaternary alluvial silts where atcbaeologid features could 6irst be detectcd. The silt was 
Sandier and MOWW to the ~~uth-wost. Bmsath the topsoil, 
mtglded over the whole sits. The Mdcrlyiug duvim had beon subject to earthworm 
activity which in places reached down to the level of the basal river gravels. 

Most of the features examined extended beyond the limits of the trenches, and their full 
dimensions are thcrchm not known. The dimensions arc given in Table 1. 

p l ~ ~ @ ~ i l  of V- depth 

Trench 1 
Trench 1 (21m long) was located in tithe map field No. 77 in the south-westcrn coma of the 
site. A layer of deposited clay and gravel was exposed at a depth of 0.25m. This was 

tl& material in the northan part of the trench a shallow ditch (502) and a ranall sub-kular 
post-hole (501). 

Trench 2 
Trench 2 (24.5~1 long) was also located in tithe map field No. 77 and mtcnded f b n  the 
boundary of Ferry Road north-esstwards towards the oar puk. At a depth of 0.251~ 
deposited gravel extendad for 2.75m in the south of the trench. Thio appenrrd to be upcast 
matsrial p~~ociated with terracing for modem buildings fronting Femy Road end no 
cxcavBtion took place below this material. 

To the north of this area, a ploughsoil (507) overlay layers of animal-dirturbed or wonn- 
s o d  alluvial silt (504,508). The upper layer contained Roman and m e d i d  pottsry (15 

mtidgltifiedduring~excavlrtion. 

At a depth of 0.90m below the surkc, a fairly large subrounded pit (505) was cut into 
mdhrbcd alluvium. It was notporsibleto establish the full dimensions ofthis fiEatun as it 
extended beneath the upcast d q o e i t d  gravel. Its fill (506), which was indhth&kble 
fiomthedisturbsdalluvi~contuned ollc residual struck flint and six (dipcharged) lead 
murLetballs. Thcriwrgravelslayatadepthof 1.0-1.25m. 

probably associated with the c m s t 1 ~ 0  'on ofthe adjacent oar park. Two modan featuns cut 

ahcrds ofcach) and tlintwork(22 flrLcsx psrh.ps implying the presence ofintnrsive fsoatreg 

l h c h 3  
Tnslch 3 (3Om long) was cAtcpvBtod parallel with the north-mstsm boundary of the site 
within tithe map iidd No. 75. Beneath the topsoil, some 0.60~1 of 18thll9th-Ceatury 
cultivation soil overlaying the river gravel which was cncountsrcd at a depth of O.8Om. 



In the no&- end of the trench, the base of a small inegdar ditch (5 11). orientated north- 
south, was observed cutting into the river gravel. It was filled with a compact orange brow 
silty clay (5 12) containing tbrse shads of Roman pottery. 

Trench 4 (Fig. 3) 
This trca~ch (28m long) was excavated at the north end of the site within tithe map field No. 
76. &neath the taproq a hycr of lsthll9th-centuty cultivation soil (598/599) with a 
maximum depth of 0.45m overlay river gravels which mre encountered at a maximum depth 
of 0.70~1. 

At the north-castern end of the trench part of a wall (514) was exposed, plisnod NuSW, 
which consisted of two laycm of madiusl-sized pebbles and cobbles. A shallow cmmuct~ 'on 
trench was o k e d t o  cut into the river gravel tothe north-wsrt, forming a shallowtemrce to 
the south, leaving the depth ofthe gravel p a t e r  on that side. The wall was exposed for a 
I+ of 2.Om. No finds were dirsctly associated with this fcahae, but pottcy dating Erom 
aftcrc. 1800 was found in the deposit (513) contatned * withinthetaracecuttotbe~uth.The 
feature mayrcpr#lent the formd.tion of a bouadarywall shown on the early OS maps (see EA 
1997, Figs 5-6). 

To the south-west, the wall had been truncrted by a pit (517) mntabbg 2oth-centurypottery 
and the nmains of a home burial (which was left in situ). To the south-weat of the pit, two 
ditches, aligned northao\lth, were cut into the gravel. The castan one (523) was a small 
uneven festure which contained no finds. The westem ditch (519) had an open U-shaped 
profile. Its fill (520) was similar to the overlying cultivation soil but was slightly stonier. 
Eight sherds of Roman pottery ware m x w d  ftom this ditch. 

Trench 5 
Trench 5 (12.5m long), nmning NE-SW, was positioned on the south-weat side of a surviving 
stretch of hedgebank, within tithe map field No. 76. At the south-east end of the treach, the 
hcdsebgnk ditch (603) was nwn to cut Erom the top of the lower (521) of two ploughsoil 
deposits. T h e d i t c h f i l l w a o ~  le fiom the uppa ploughsoil dsposi (522) and 
containad only 19thcennaypomery with firagmcnts of slate, mortar, coal andcharcod. Tht 
river gravel was e n c o d  at a depth of 0.75m. 

Trench 6 (Fig. 3) 
Thiotred~was e x c a d  along the approximate line of the relict boundary hedgebank which 
formdy divided tithe mrp fields Nos 75 and 76. A linear fk-atm (525) aligned 
a- . ly NW/SE in the centre of the trench probably mprssented a post-mdcval 
boundary ditch. It was filled with Wable mid brown clay silt with occasional charcoal flecks 
(526) and contained four sherds of pottery dating to af€er c. 1800. 

Bsneath the topsoii end 18thll9th-tury cultivation soil, a number of htum wtrt 
observed at M average depth of 0.60m, cutting into the Quatomplr alluvium. 
To the west, paa of a large rodedpit (527) with steep sides and a flat base was e x p o d .  
This was fUed with material (528) very similar m ckactcrtothe ovsrlyingploughsoil, and 
contabdone sherd ofRomenpottay, sixpnhistoric ilint flakGs and occasional flecks of 
chamal. On the westun edge ofthe pit was a sub-rcctquh post-hole (548) which also 
extended beyond the limit the trench. Its fill (549) was indiJtinguishable ihm that of the pit 
and COnEained 16 imn nails. 



FIlrther west, another l i  fiwturr (550) was aligned epproxirrmtely W I S E .  This had very 
steep rides with e flat bare, and it incmpomtd e post-hole (552) at its eaatcm side sueeerting 
a possible post-trench. The pod-trsnch d the post-hole were Wed with the same h b l e  
mid reddish-brown sih (551,553), end no detable find8 were rocwmd from either featun. 

Ibs poat-trmch was cut to tbe nortb bya hgc ditch (530). aligned clpproximatelyNE/SW. 

by the sulwcqaent WcaVBtion oftrench 7 (we 538 below). The ditch was filled with h b k  
rsddish-brorm Silt with ocmuond * &mm (531) and cmtaind m i d d  Roman pottery d 
tile. 

m y  the soldhan * of& famm was axporcd and ib dimcouranr wuedydetennined 

Lying to the south of, and cut by, ditch 530 was a shruow?gully (556) aligned approxlmatc lY 
WISE. At the b a ~ ~  Of the w ~ n  o@ht d C~ICUIU p o d ~ l ~ ~  (569,580,582,566. 
560,558,578,562). No lutefactr were r s c o v u e d  from t b e  fbtures. 

Trench 7 (Fig. 4) 
lhir trench, 21m long, extended from the southern comtr of tithe m q  field No. 75 d 
agossthe former boundary into field 76. In trench 7, verying depths of cultivation soil (up to 
0.4om)0vtrleyQurtanyrallwium. ' L h r s e l i o c a r ~ w o r c ~  

The centlrrl fecbrae (538) mpmontd the cosainuation of ditch 530 (hm trench 6). lb ditch 
hed a fairy step V-ohnped profile. 'Ibe neture of the fill mggestd that the ditch had 
rsmained opon for some time, and that them had formerly besn ebank on ita north-wartsm 
side. The base fill (597; 0.3Om) comrirted of e light yellowish-brown silt which contakd 
five sherds of residual Roman pottery. This was overlain by three layers of silty send (596, 
595,594; total 0.35m). The qper fill (539; 0.lOm) of light yel lo6brown sendy silt plso 
~ ~ f w r ~ 0 f m i d u a l R o m m p o t t e r y .  

On eitha si& of ditch 538 wue two linear featur#l (605. 532) aligned appmximrbely 
NEBW. ~ p r o d u c e d ~ d a t c d t o a f t e r c . 1 8 O O h m t h s i r u p p e r 6 l l s d w e r c n o t  
e x c a d  Fcatu~~ 532 wea acontinuation of linear 525 seea in trench 6. 

Trench8 
Tmch 8 (16m long) wea positioned to the southd of the &#hg hedgebank m field No. 
77 (we also tread 5). Beneath the topsoil lay 0.45m of cultivation soil (584) amtehbg four 
ahodr of m d e d  pottery ddng to after c. AD 1OOO. Underlying this was 0.30111 of 
Quaternary alluvium (589). The river gravel wea located at a depth of appmxlmate ' ly lm. 

Within the north-wcst end of tbe trench, a small ditch (606) BIPOCW with the existing 
hedgebenk wea located, It was not possible to determine the 111 dimensions of the fbtm 
WithinthelimitsoftheErSnch. 

To the south-eat, two fwtuns cut h m  the SUrfiLce ofthe d h u m  (589) wue OM 

d o n ) .  Both fcatuma (585,597) wue jult over Im wide sad were ppobably pits. Thsy wue 
filled with light brown friable sandy silt (586,588). but no act&cta were mtricved. 

wahinthe soutb-wedf.cins~oftbehmch(ndtbsr~ r e a a i n t h e n o r t b c l u d ~  



Trench 9Vig. 3) 

a cultintion soil (542,O.SOm) whioh oontpmed Lithic finds, rome scraps of Roman tile, pnd 
T& 9 (15m ion@ wan excavated at the routhem mner of the site. Within the tmcb was 

mediad and lsta pottery. Bmsrtb thia was 030-0.35m of alluvium overlying the river 
-1 at a depth ofjwt over lm blow the surfb.  

Within the southeast end of trench 9. a sub-rcctmplnr htura of p b b l e ~  and cobbles (547) 
was located at a &pth of 0.7511~ The atones wae wt into the alluvium (569) and did not 
umtaiaanybondingmaterirrl. Ibi,mryrspPsscntthebmeofapier. Itwas 1.Omwidemd 
survived to a height of 0.18111, but it was not possible to dstgrmne italcngth.Nomoc.irted 
findswgeretrieved 

Tothe norih-weat, the foundrtionr of- &-west wall (546) of gimilar consmm 'onwsrrret 
into the alluvium at a depth of 0.65m. Thm wtm no associated finb. 

Beyond w d  546, an heguk linear feature (540) aligned NWSW was located at a depth of 
0.8Om. This featura was cut into the alluvium and filled with silts (541) containing chucoal 
decksandfo\nprehirtoric~. 

Denches 10-13 

Trenches 10-13 (Sm, 3.5m, 3m and 4m in length respectively) were positioned to the north- 
eapt and ~uth-west oftrench 9 in QI rmsmpt totreceth~ W- dths wall (546). 

In trenches 10 and 11, the wall was cnmmtcd beneath the plou@oil at a depth of 0.60m. 
Intrench 11,thewalltmniMtd in the centre of the trooch and rpperrsd to in- a 
csatral drain (rep- by a O.2Sm gap). In bothtrenchca the wall was set into the alluvium 
and was aukuctd of pebblcll/cobbler. It survived to a height of appmxlmate * lyO.lOm. No 
other fsmpss or finds were locstsd 

N o e v i d m c e o f t h e w p U , o ~ 1 1 1 1 y o t b e o ~ , ~ 6 D l m d i n ~ 1 2 a a d 1 3 .  T d 1 2  
was excavatcdtothe depth ofthe gravel atO.8Om. Intrench 13, modem bricks and CoDCldtc 
extanded to a depth of 120m M the topsoil. 
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2.4 Lithic Knds by T.H. Gent 

the excavations a total of 74 struck lithics wcrc recovered, five of which w m  
unstratified. The bulk of the collection came hm the south-west querter of the field closest 
to the river. 

while the recovered implements wae restricted to two undiagnoetic scrapers (one of which 
was badly burnt), certain - * 'cs suggest a Meaolithic date for a sizeable part of the 
assemblage. At leaat 18 ofthe lithics were eithet small, deliberately f a s b i d  blades, broken 
blades, or waste mated h m  thdrpmduction. A blade wrc, in what appears to be Beer 
flit, came h m  trench 6. TWO l i w y  retouchsd blade Ij.aemonts w m  recovered, one at least 
being a possible microlith. ?hc pesence of at least eight flakes with ssvmly abraded cartex 
or outcr surfaces, commonly aosociated with beach pebbles or large river gravels, is also a 
recognised f m  of Mesoiithic proammat strategies, although not exclusive to this period. 

Other material, including the larger of the two scrapers. is of a gresder general size aad bulk 
and would be more appropriately assigned to the Neolithic or Euly Brwze Age periods. 

The assemblage is comprised largely of a mid gny mottled flint similar to the material 
wming h m  the clay-with-flint sources of m&-east Devon. occerional clcan dark flint 
resembling the material deriving h m  the Beer region is also present, as are three flakes of 
Greeosandchat. Itisiutmstm gtonotethepresenceofaringlePortlendChertflakc. This 
almost round flake is of particular symmeby and fine proportions, and has the appuranoe of a 
blank. The use of this meterial for the almost exclusive pmduction of &IC quality items (e.g. 
arrowheade) in the Neolithic period has been noted in southeast Devon. 

3 CONCLUSIONS 

3.1 Preservation of archaeological deposits 

Within this site the Level of prsrorvation of archaeological deposits is generally poor. There 
hasbsenconsideraMcdisturbsncc by cultivation in the medieval and post-medieval periods. 
The latest phase of cultivation activity appears to be in the 18th century, as all groups ofpost- 
medieval finds dated to thi8 perid The depth to which the diswhmc hassxtsndedis 
preptg: than might normaUy be expect6d, due to the presence of relatively soit and 
u n o a n s o ~ e l l w i u m ~ m u c h o f t h e  site. The efhthsrboenglhraced by worm 
and root action. In  do^^, archfmological fcetureo have beentnmuted and it is o h  
ditlticult to detect the CMCt leMl at which fkatum wcrc originally cut. In some cIwe9 
iasubstenti.l admcological fsaturer have probably boen removed altogether. The pressnce 
of finds of dii&ent periods within the cultivation soils, and the predominance of &dual 
findswithinkatule& aretbaeforcnot surprising. 

3.2 Prehistoric period 

No fkatum which could be dcfinMyattribubdtothirpaiodmre ddcctcd and it is unlikely 
that that they will have survivd later cultivation disturbance. The collection of lithic finds, 
mostly h m  the southern part of the site, provides a g c n d  indication of earlier prehistoric 
activity in this area, as dcrcribed in 2.4 above. 
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3.3 Rommo-Brithb period 

A small Concentratioa of fsaturca WBB located in the south-weotrrn part of the rite. Residual 
finds ofRomanpottaywererscovered from other features. The date range for the pottery is 
fairly broad, fromthe 1st to 3rdcmturies AD and includes B small proportion of imported 
fimwares. 

Whilst there is some evidence of possible stnu%ud features for timber buildings, they do not 
appear to lie within the corc of a dstmtml ' settlement. Thissitemaythcrchliconthe 
periphery of a larga satlanent to the north-wcat, whcre finds have previously been rccordcd 
(1.3 above). However, it should be noted that the ROmano-British fcatum in the south- 
weetem part of the site were better prsamred bscouse of their position beneath a later 
hedgebank. l'hc distribution of features thus may not be awumtcly rcnectsd in the site 
record. 

3.4 Mediev8I period 

The medieval pottery was largely recovered h m  cultivation soils and mostly dates h the 
later 13th or 14th &a. A small group of 1 lth-century material was collected from the 
cultivation soil in tmnch 8. 

This part of Topsham was never within the corc of the medieval settlanent and undoubtedly 
formed part of the system of atable fields which formerly artendad around the town. By the 
late medieval period the land divisions had been formalid as tenement bounddies for 
properties frontingantothe High Street pi. 5). No datiug evidence forthe h d a r y  htum 
was recovered h m  specific colrtcarts within the excavation. cartographic evidence from 
other Devon market towm, such as Newton Abbot, Okehungton and Tivsrton suggest thet 
the urban tenement (or burgagc plots) were frequently created by the cncloeure of opsn field 
systems. Datiagcvidencc fnunNewtoa Abbot indicatesthatthis procees was undemsyin 
the 13th century (Weddell 1985,Sl). The agricultural use of the plots continued in the post- 
m e d i e v a l p e r i o d w f i e n t b c y w a n u s e d a s ~ o r ~ .  

The evidence for cob buildings withinthe site, in trenches 9-11, probably bel- to the lpte 
medieval or early post-mcdicvai period. Although these m not securely dated by finds, their 

-the 18th cmmy. The evidence is suggdve of agricuhural strucmm rather than 

bcach or river oobblorr m medieval buildings in east Devon is not unusual. It bur even been 
recognised in ecclssiPsticai oontoxts within medieval chapels at Exmouth and Sidmouth 
(Weddcll 1986,1990). 

stratigraphic locasion beneath the gcneral cllltivation soil suggest that thay am earlier in date 

domestic ones, withtbc pierbassprobablyforming part of an 0pCn-fi.onted liabry. The use of 

A C K " T S  

The projcd was catmissid and funded by Devon colmty Council @CC) and 
admrmstered by P. Badbury @CC) and C.G. Hendenoa (EA). The fieldwork was 
undertaLgl by A.J. Sage withthe .uirtancc of O.J. Bayer and T.H. Ocnt. The illustrstions 
wen pnpand by A.J. Sage. The finds wenprocesssdby G. Iangman. 

. .  
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'Rerich 7. Ditch 538 

SE 

Ftg.4 sections: eench 7 (ditch 538) and trench 9. Scale 150. 
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Fig. 5 A detail from the 1841 Topsham Tithe Map, showing the position of 
the site. Scale approximately 1:3600. 

Fig. 6 A detail from the OS 1:2500 map sbeet 92.4,1890. Scale r e d d  to 
appmximateiy 1 :3100. One structure is visible on the site. 


